


CRAFT & CARGOES 
on the 

JlfOj ' l 

[EE '8i STORT 
David & Elizabeth Wood and Martin Hazell take 

at commercial traffic, past and present 
a look 

In the hey-day of the Port of London, shipping was 
attracted to its teeming docks and wharves not only froUl 
foreign ports but also from deep in the heart of England. 
Around London a network of broad waterways led to the 
evolution of craft adapted to working these inland waters 
whilst capable of facing the tidal waters of the Thames. 
Much has been written and recorded in recent years of the 
history of the Thames sailing barge and of the narrowboat, 
but equally important in the history of commercial carry
ing in the London area are the wideboats and barges of the 
Lee, Grand Union and Regent's canals and their cousins 
the Thames lighters about which little seems to have been 
recorded. In recent years the skill of the Thames Iighter
man has been brought to a wider audience through the 
annual lighter driving matches, but it is a decade since 
horse drawn boats of any kind worked through London. 

Many craft were built on the river and, during th e 19th 
century, the shipbuilding carried on in Bow Creek - the 
tid al section of the Lee - refl ected its closeness to the 
Thames shipya rds. It was here that th e Thames Ironworks 
and Shipbuilding Co Lld built so me 287 merchant ships 
between 1840 and 1911 and many warships for the British 
Japanese, Russian and other nav ies including th eir last , 
HMS Thunderer, of 22,500 tons deadwei~ht. In 1895 , 
th e company started to build smaller boats, II1cluding 206 
for the Royal National Lifeboat Institution who the m
selves had premises for a numbe r of years alongside 
Limehouse Cut , including a drydock and rigging loft. 

Built on the Lee 
However, more typica l of th e craft built o n the Lee were 
th ose being built at Hertford (the head of naviga ti o n) by 
Joseph Best in the ea rl y 1800s. Mostly for loca l ow ne rs , 
th ey averaged some 50 ton s a nd were around 70ft lo ng 
with a beam of some 13ft , bein g described in the London 
Cus to m Ho use registe rs as open sa iling barges. In Ware, 
James Horse man of Star Lane was building barges in th e 
I 820s, a nd a decade or so late r a spa te of patriotism was to 
produce the sa iling barges L ord Pa!lII('/'slOl1, L ord Clyde, 
Sir George Murray, and Marquis of Ang!esea. The Hitch 
famil y of Ware were one of th e mos t respected builders on 
th e river until th e Great War. Frederick and Willi am 
Hitch built and repa ired bargcs anci small boa ts for the 
Governme nt gunpowde r factory a t Waltham Abbey, 
including the first Lady of fh e Lea launched in 1898. 
Specifications fo r a number of th cse craft exist in the 
Public Record Office a t Kew. Hit ch also had a ya rd a t 
South Dock , Bishop's Stortforcl , and th ere are a liumber 
of references to bar!!,e buildin!!, o n the Stort , in cludin!!, a 
newspaper account t~l1 ' 5th July, 1862,llf the launch ing of 
the IO()-ton sa il ing barge YOllllg Fl'lllIk built by Gemgc 
Smith. 
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Prints , paintings and old photographs show th e typical 
river Lee craft as a wooden, stem headed, transom sterned 
craft with th e only decora tion on her transom which 
showed her tonnage and the name of the owner and 
stee rsman . Although there are pho tographs showing craft 
setti ng a diminutive spritsail as far up river as Wa re , they 
were mainly horse towed or propelled by oars. Most 
barges were flu sh decked but some had a steering well and 
headsheets, and a lower deck up forward with a barrel 
anchor windlass operated by han dspike, the wind lass bit
heads also being used for towing. 

Towage by horse was to continue until th e ea rl y 1960s, 
being superseded by tractors, but reco rds go back many 
yea rs. The records of the gunpowder factory co ntain a 
number of te nders , including th ose for 1872 when the cost 
for the trip from Waltham to Bromley varied between 16 
and 25 shillings. The co ntract went to Webster Brothers 
wh o quoted 22 shillings at a speed of 2 mph for the ro und 
trip, but by 1900 the co ntrac t had passed to William Iszard 
charging 14 shillings for a o ne way trip. The powde r 
barges were not permitted to be towed by tug whe n lade n, 
but for other traffic tug towage was we ll es tablished by th e 
turn of the ce ntu ry. 

River and Canal Craft 
At a casua l gla nce, o ne barge ~ very much like anoth e r, 
but a waterman can recognise each craft. Apart from the 
wide boats - the 1O-12ft wide ve rsions of narrowboats -
the first o bvious division is between the stem-headed 
straight-sided ca nal ba rge which was a t home bei ng towed 
by horse or tractor, a nd th e swim-headed sloping-sided 
budgett-ste rned lighte r designed fo r towing behind a tug. 
The ends of th e lighte r sloped li ke a punt a nd, indeed, the 
sma ll e r craft under 29~ registe red tons we re refe rred to as 
punts by the li ghte rm en who , perhaps with just an appre n
tice, han dl ed thcm under oars o n th e ti deway . A ll barges 
usin g th e Lee were req uired to be capable of being s teered 
so , a lthough most lighte rs have a fixed rudder o r budgett, 
those o n th e river have part of thi s blade capable of being 
turn ed with a detachable steel bar till er on deck. The 
narrowe r stem-headed craft we re able to work up the 
Regent's Canal a nd into Brentfo rd , a nd at o ne time there 
we re ma ny stee l tra nso m barges. direct descendants of th e 
ea rli e r woode n cra ft , as well as round-ste rned barges. 
Both types of craft we re prone to get their rudd e rs bellt. 
and o th e r craft were built wit h a n ove rhanging canoc
shaped stern which gave th e rudde r somc Ill eas urc o i 
protcction . 

T he L~c Conse rva ncy needed craft for th e lIl a int cn<lll L'l 
of the na viga ti o n. and their in specti ons were carried n ul 
frolll th ei r stea m barge S((/iSbllrl', mc ntio ned in I ~69 <I ll ll 
st ill in cO lllmission in 1922. A fcw of their s teel sc'll -
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Above - Horse-drawlI barges at Bishop's 
Stortford, c.1910. Note the illscriptioll 011 the 
tramom namillg boch owner and steers mall as 
well as giving che tollnage. The crane ill che 
background still exists; the land to the lefc is 
110W a car park. (D. L. MeDougall Collee
tiOII) 

Right - One of the SIlags of early photography 
was chac boats wouldn't ileep still for long 
ellough! This pilOcograph of a lighcer ac Bow 
Bridge was takell in 1905, alld shows the lighc
ernlall at che windlass, the bows of a river 
spritsail barge 011 the right and, wider che 
bridge, a river Lee sailing barge, pO/'cly 
loaded. (The Greacer London Council Photo
graph Library) 
Below, Left - The restored wooden sailing 
barge Lady of the Lea, built in 1931 . (Pecer 
R eeves) 
Below, Right - One of che four barges being 
builc at Arc/llIr \\I'hice's yard aC Conyer in che 
1930s. N ace che square bilge rowldillg into che 
cransom seem . (D. Sauill Colleccion ) 
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propell ed barges can st ill be foun~ with th e ir dist in ctive 
well-rounded bows a nd lon g gracef ul counters. A lthough 
William Iszards often saw to the repair of th e craft, the 
Conservators had to turn to Arthur Whites yard a t Conyer 
in Kent when they wanted new wooden craft in the 1930s. 
The last wooden craft bui lt for th em by Whites were 
Enfield, Rye, Leyton and Latton and the building of these 
craft was of sufficie nt interest in 1934-6 to wa rrant 
photooraphs a t various stages of construction. T he yard 
went ~n to build sma ll swi m-headed lighte rs for work 
inside th e Waltham Abbey explosives factory until 1941. 

Few Survivors 
Of the craft that once worked the Lee, few remain ; of 
those built at Conyer for the Conservators, Latlon was 
recently in use as a mooring pontoo n at H ertford, a nd the 
flood a lleviation works at Feilde's Weir in1976 revea led a 
graveyard of su nken boats including the Homerton a nd 
Hackney (now once again covered by water) . The remains 
of Prudence are in the cut at Hicks old brickfie ld a short 
distance above Ware Lock. Perhaps the most inte resting 
survivor of the wooden craft is the Lady of th e Lea, the last 
wooden sailing barge. When built a t Rotherhithe in 1931 
she closely followed specificat ions of barges built a cen
tury earl ier. Used in the explosives trade during the war, 
she even tua lly spent a numbe r of years as a housebarge a t 
Kingston until , newly rerigged , she revisited the Lea in 
1979 and is o nce more out sailing o n London River. H er 
sister barge , King Eclward , was not so for~unate, bein.g 
broken up at Batchworth on the Grand Umon the prevI
ous year. 

By 1901 , records for th e Lee Conservators show th a t 
the re were 75 barge owners wi th craft working on the 
navigation , which entitled th e m to vote for a representa
tive on the Board . Fellows Morton & Clayton had a cou
ple of boats on the river; Smeed D ean , the brick · a nd 
cement ma nufacture rs of Sittingbourne, Kent , had ten 
craft ; and Vokins & Company of R egent's Canal Dock 
had seventee n . Many local owners had only one or two 
craft, and as the upper reaches of the Lee a nd St.ort were 
esse nti a lly rura l the mille rs a nd maltsters predominated In 

the earlier lists of bargeowners. A surviving toll book of 
1834 for Kings We ir Lock shows that malt occupied 60% 
of the down-river e ntries. Another rural product which 
taxed the minds of the Conservators was manure, and 
there are many complaints about it being transported in 
o ld leaky craft which were prone to sink. 

Charles Joseph Albany & Son of Ware , ba rge owne rs , 
corn, coal and coke merchants , were the last firm to work 
the ir own craft up to Ware. Albanys owned the narrow
beam tugboa t Trial a nd road transport in the form of 
horse and cart and , latte rl y, mo tor vehicles. In the 1930s 
they acquired four Dutch-built ba rges, Ware, Warsalv, 
Warrel/ an d Wargrl/ve, specifically designed to go unde r 
th e toll brid~e at Ware when empt y without drawing down 
the water leve l as had to bc done fo r craft of rival firms. 
Low bridges were always a problem on the Lee , and 
Gardner & Tomlin of Mil e E nd Road had a num ber 01 
barges specia ll y bui lt for the Waltham A bbey tra de cap
ab le of getting unde r the eve n lower refinery bridge in the 
powder works. The Start, too, bro ught problems ; it s 
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locks, eve n after the river's re-opening in 1924, re mained 
too narrow for th e rIve r Lee c raft , a nd a num ber of barges 
(wi th the prefix Start) were built specifica ll y to work this 
nav igation . . . . 

One of the la rgest fleet owners o n the navlga tl o ns fo r a 
number of decades around the turn of the cen tury was 
William Iszard, co ntractor, lighterman and wharfinger of 
Essex Wharf, Lea Bridge , and Hale Wharf, Tottenh a m. 
Apa rt from gene ra l ca rgo, his fleet carried mainl y coa l and 
coke and arranged horse towage for other companies. 
Today, the largest fleet using the Lee must be that of the 
Ocean Cory Group . On 28th December, 1979, the 
Thames & General fl eet were merged into th e Group in 
which Mercantile Lighterage continue to ha ndl e fine 
goods while Cory Lighterage take th e 'rough' st uff. 
Although th e Thames & General tugs now sport the white 
diamond of Corys, it will take a lo ng time to e liminate ~h e 
blue a nd red from the hatch coamings of their ba rges; 
indeed it is still possible to see the colours of o th e r old 
firms including the green coamings of the craft taken over 
from Cle me nts Tough . Despite the decl ine in ligh terage 
since the introduction of containers, the Group sti ll has 
128 open barges a nd 32 hatched barges capable of wo.rk
ing th e Lee and 23 canal craft of so me 100 tons capacity. 
The fl eet also includes 28 launch tugs and a couple of 
workboa ts. 

Traffic Today 
In 1979, some 9 1,050 to ns were carried above Old Ford 
Locks, of which 60,000 tons were copper for the E nfi e ld 
Rolling Mills. Although the sheet meta l mill m ay close, 
the wire mills should continue to ma nufacture copper wire 
fro m the copper cathodes brought in by wate r, but th e 
tra de in copper slab cakes shipped overside a t the Royal 
Docks, Northfleet , a nd Dagenham, originating from 
A ustra li a a nd Sweden, may decline . The other ma in 
traffic is in timbe r up to Edmo nto n. Last yea r Hahn & Co 
took 9,000 tons and Lathams 4,500 to ns. Of th e rest, 
9,500 tons went to BWB yards a nd 8,050 to su ndry cus
tomers. Be low Old Ford Lock th e BWB cannot claIm 
tolls , but last year the traffic o n these semi-tida l and tidal 
waters a mounted to some 235,000 ton s. This included 
bulk sulphur, part of th e 18 ,000 to ns delivered to Stee tl y 
Che mi ca l, the Berk Spencer works a t Stratford o n the 
Cha nne lsea River, and 12,000 to ns of scrap me ta l which 
came from Cohens in Limehouse Basin. Expo rts from 
BWB Duck Lees Lane depot included Gestetne r dup
licators and resins brought in by road from Cambridge, in 
add iti o n to which a ny trade rs ca n use the public wharf at 
Bow. 

H owever , trade continu es to decline from th e 114.500 
to ns of toll-paying traffic and 279,()()0 ton s o f toll-free 
traffic in 1976. Recentlv the BP St Leo nards Wharf 
closed, losing some I R7 .0'00 tons a nnu a ll y from th c trade 
of the lower ri ve r. Rece nt inves tiga ti o ns seem to indicate 
th at there is not sufficient potential traffic in the Lce 
Valley to justify th e improve ment work necded for Sea
Bee or LASH barges but, while th e future of commercial 
carrying is in doubt , the number of pleasure craft 
increases ....... 

Spritsail Barge Research 

The IIl1thors {/re 1I1(! 1II/J I'rS a/th e Soeiet.l' fo r Sprits{/il !Jarge 
Rese{/rch , all 11 11 (11 lIIelll/Jl'rship of I\ 'hieh costs £2. FilII 
details frOIll the Hall Secretllry, Mr M. A. Fllrn /lIIlII, 17 
UealllllOlIl Dril'e , No ,.,hjleet, Kellt. 
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