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Steam Boat Piers on the Isle of Dogs

By Hugh Lyon

Hugh explained that it was his interest in people which led to his asking why the piers were there, what they were
doing, who used them, where they were going to and how the piers fitted into the general London scene. He brought
up a picture of the first Ordnance Survey of the Isle of Dogs to show the geography. Docks had been built but there
were few buildings so the workers in the docks, and later the shipyards and other manufactures that developed had
to come from Greenwich, Deptford, Limehouse, Poplar and even from the East End. Piers were not needed in the
South until the 1870/80s and the coming of steamboats, because people from Greenwich and Deptford used
wherries which ran up on the shore. About 200,500 people a day were ferried over on the wherries in the 1850s to
work.

The Thames Navigation Committee of the City of London and later the Thames Conservators and then the Port of
London Authority, controlled the building of piers. The most important thing was that they must not impede the
navigation. In the early days they were not so worried about the mud but as barges and lighters increased that
changed as they needed space. The early piers were crude and consisted of barges which rose and fell with the tide
linked together with planks and mud banks sprang up around them. It was easy to put in a pile and at Greenwich
the bailiff found a couple of piers which had sprung up over night! The Thames Navigation Committee decreed
that these were not suitable as they were dangerous, and rested on the bed leading to accretion. A model was
devised in the City of London Clerk's office to which future piers had to conform. It had a bridge and a hinged brow
(which could be hinged sideways) to allow for the rise and fall of the tide, leading down to a floating pontoon which
was in deep water and held by two three pile dolphins. The problem was it was too small and the dolphins holding
the pontoon were not robust enough, and so the pier could be washed away on a flood tide, and had no facilities.
As ships do not have brakes the pontoons were frequently run into and needed repairs. The London County Council
came up with its own improved model pier, when it acquired a steamboat company, and this model was used until
the 1970s. It included waiting rooms, and toilets. When Millwall was rebuilt in the 1890s it had five pile dolphins
to hold it in place.

After the old London Bridge was replaced the way to get round London, which then followed the river and was less
than one mile wide, was by boat. The steam boats gave speedy passage and passenger traffic grew. Proper piers
were far safer for embarking and disembarking at low tide. Also, 1,000 people could not be rowed ashore. There
were at least two passenger steam boat companies (sometimes 4 or 5) for each bit of the route. Most Londoners
used steamboats between late 1820 and 1870 and that use only reduced when the embankments were built and the
underground railway was introduced.

From the Isle of Dogs, the cross ferry ran to Greenwich, the short ferry to Woolwich, the medium to Gravesend and
the long to Margate and in addition there was excursion traffic. Most traffic started in central London with calling
stop at the Isle of Dogs piers. West India Pier 1874-5, the next to last pier to be built on the Isle, because there was
a pier at Limehouse, was a calling stop. The plans show it was hinged and had five pile dolphins. It was built to
service the wool depots in West India Dock. It was not important, but it was taken on by the PLA in 1909, destroyed
in and rebuilt after the Second World War and closed in the 1980s. It has been replaced by Canary Wharf Pier

Millwall Pier was constructed by the Thames Conservancy in 1861 for the local manufacturers. In 1894 it was
removed when the Harbour Master reported it was not far enough out into the river and so rowing boats were
needed to take people on and off the pier at low water! Dredging failed as the mud just built up again. In 1905/6



when the London Country Council wanted to build a new pier, extending out a further fifty feet, the agent for the
Countess of Stratford, who owned a strip of riparian land needed for access, objected. The estate had not objected
to the original pier because it had assisted the development of manufacturing on the estate, but now a rent was
demanded.

North Greenwich Pier was built by the railway in 1874, next to the drawdock, but was closed and removed in 1901
when the foot tunnel opened.

Cubitt Town Pier was built by William Cubitt in 1857 and removed in 1892. There was a series of court cases and
appeals between Newton and Cubitt in the period 1860 - 1863 arising from a claim by the Greenwich Watermen's
Society to have rights to ferry passengers from Greenwich and back. The first case was won by the Society, the
second by Cubitt, and the third case by the Society, but it appeared use of the pier did not stop. In 1891 it was
neglected when the Victoria Steamboat Assoc running the ferry went bankrupt. It should have been a well used pier
due to the manufacturing in the vicinity.

Brunswick Pier was an important pier and was built by the East and West India Dock Co for long distance Thames
traffic. The river is shallow on the Greenwich Peninsula side but self scours to the north. In 1840 the London and
Blackwall Railway leased the pier. The Railway had four big steam boats. The Eastern Union Railway used the
service from the pier to get passengers from London to Ipswich. Later the Star Steamboat Company's London to
Gravesend service called. On the Woolwich Service 150,000 to 200,000 passengers went backwards and forwards.
It was used extensively for 30 to 40 years then traffic reduced. The London and Blackwall Railway ran a service
to Greenwich, but this was not dedicated but part of the half hourly service between Woolwich and London which
called at the pier on the way. The General Steam Navigation Company ran excursion services to Margate,
Southend, and the Isle of Thanet calling at the pier, but this use diminished when Tilbury Riverside Station opened.
In the 1870s the hotel and pub were demolished and in 1947 the station. The pier was closed after the Second World
War. Bits of the pier were re-used for the West India Dock pier.

Samuel Lovegrove's Blackwall Pier was mentioned in 1837, but not authorized until 1839. Samuel, a politician,
made money from pubs and taking booze to moored ships by rowboats. Used by the Royal Eagle Steam Packet Co.,
it closed sometime in the 1840s most likely due to the immense competition.

There were two piers to the south of the Isle of Dogs, six piers in all on the Isle, while at Greenwich there were 22
steamboat piers and landings in all, with 11 in existence at one time. Hugh ended a fascinating talk by listing his
sources of information.
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