
THE DUKE'S DOCK IN LIVERPOOL 

Linda Little, B.A.

The Duke's Dock, built in 1773 as a coastal terminus for the 
Duke of Bridgewater's Canal, is one of the oldest surviving 
docks in Britain. Although the dock itself is very small by 
modern standards, its history is fascinating, and a study of it 
provides useful new information related to the development 
and operation of canals in the North West.

I

Until the construction of the Bridgewater Canal, which was 
completed in 1776, though largely operational four years 
earlier, the transport links within the North West were 
abysmal. An Act of Parliament in 1720 had enabled the River 
Mersey and its tributary the Irwell to be made navigable from 
Liverpool to Manchester. The proprietors of this navigation 
were allowed to take tolls of 3s 4d per ton on goods carried 
between Bank Quay (Warrington) and Manchester, and 12s 
per ton on goods carried between Liverpool and Manchester. 
The task of making the Mersey and Irwell navigable was not 
completed until 1734 and even then it was unreliable, as no 
vessels could be brought up from Hempstones to the lock 
above Warrington Bridge except on spring tides. Between 
Warrington and Manchester there were many shallows which 
were difficult to pass with loaded vessels, and in times of flood 
the river was impassable. Often because of long delays and the 
uncertainty over delivery dates merchants were forced to send 
goods by land carriage at the cost of 30s to 40s per ton.' A 
reliable water route was required for the transport of heavy 
raw materials between the Port of Liverpool and the exp 
anding industrial areas of the North West, especially around 
Manchester. As well as raw materials for manufacture, 
another necessity was fuel which became scarce during the 
eighteenth century.
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Wood for burning was being used up, and coal was very 
expensive because transportation costs were high. This fuel 
crisis was most acute in the towns where populations were 
rising sharply. There were rich coalfields on the Duke of 
Bridgewater's Estate at Worsley, north of Manchester. 
Around 1757 Francis, the 3rd Duke of Bridgewater visited 
Worsely and discussed the fuel problem with his local agent, 
John Gilbert, who managed the estate. Gilbert suggested that 
a navigable tunnel or a sough could be drilled into the coal 
mines, thus draining the mines and providing a head of water 
for a canal to carry the coal to Manchester. 2 The sough could 
be drilled at a low level so that boats could float right up to the 
coal face, to be loaded without having to construct lifts and 
shafts for them. Francis approved of the idea, which if it 
worked would enable the rich but deep mines to be fully 
exploited, and provide the towns-people of Salford and Man 
chester with cheaper fuel. The Duke sent letters to all the 
landowners through whose land the intended canal would 
pass and also to merchants and traders in and around Salford 
who would benefit from the cheaper water transport. 
Although there was some opposition to the construction of the 
canal from Worsley to Salford, the Act was passed on March 
23rd 1759 (32 Geo II c2). A clause in the Act limited the tolls 
Francis could demand on the canal to a maximum of 2s 6d per 
ton and the price at which he could sell his coal at Manchester 
was fixed at 4d per cwt for 40 years. 3

The original route planned by Gilbert and the Duke 
extended from Worsley to Salford following the 82' contour, 
and eastwards to Hollin Ferry on the River Irwell. This route 
was abandoned in 1759 because it relied on the co-operation 
of the Mersey and Irwell Navigation, which demanded huge 
tolls. A new route was devised which competed with the old 
navigation, and entailed crossing the River Irwell at Barton 
by means of an aqueduct, as well as crossing the hitherto 
impassable Trafford Moss area. The second Act (33 Geo II 
c2) of 1760 was obtained to enable the Duke to follow the 
alternative route. The Duke used the Mersey and Irwell 
Navigation to carry heavy raw materials such as stone and 
rubble from Worsley to construct the new canal. The rubble 
was used to reclaim the boglands through which the canal 
passed. By December 1759 several companies of navigators 
(or navvies as they became known) were employed on the 
canal. The Duke also employed boatbuilders to construct 
boats for the underground canal known as 'starvationers' 
because of their narrow shape, and wider flats for his surface
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canals. James Brindley was employed by the Duke for a time 
to help with the surveying work and to act in a consultative 
capacity for the canal construction. John Gilbert was mainly 
in charge of the canal surveying and construction, acting like a 
modern-day resident engineer.

The Duke was kept well informed of plans and progress and 
contributed much himself to the scheme, especially in 
persuading Parliament to accept the Bills. Even before the 
canal reached Manchester, the Duke was planning an exten 
sion westwards to Runcorn where it would join the River 
Mersey, thus creating a water transport link between Liver 
pool and Manchester. On July 17th 1761 the aqueduct at 
Barton over the River Irwell was officially opened, and the 
Duke invited several dignitaries to watch barges carrying coal 
pass a little way along the aqueduct towards Manchester. By 
1764 the waterway had reached the Castlefield terminus in 
Manchester, and by 1771 Worsley coal was being sold at 
Preston Brook, near Runcorn.

Large sums of money in the form of bonds were borrowed to 
pay for the canal construction. Even with the obvious success 
of the Barton aqueduct, people were still unwilling to lend the 
Duke money, and with the ensuing extension of the canal, the 
debt increased steadily to £364,805 18s 3d in 1786.' Bridgewa- 
ter restricted his personal spending to £400 a year, and often 
borrowed money from his employees.

In 1761 the Duke applied to Parliament for permission to 
extend his canal to Hempstones near Warrington where it 
would enter the River Mersey. The Bill aroused much opposi 
tion from landowners but especially the Mersey and Irwell 
Navigation Company. The landowners objected because their 
lands would be cut through and land would be lost by the 
construction of the canal. The Duke agreed to pay full 
compensation for such land and was obliged to build bridges 
across the canal to provide access from one side to another. 
The Duke also guaranteed to drain the land adjacent to the 
canal, and carry manure toll-free on the canal to improve the 
nearby farmlands. The Mersey and Irwell Navigation Comp 
any objected because it could not see the need for a new 
navigation. The Duke pointed out that the navigable rivers 
were unreliable in times of flood or drought, and predicted 
that there would be enough water at Hempstones to bring up 
boats of 40-50 tons at the lowest neap tides. Goods would be 
brought from Manchester to Liverpool for 6s per ton includ 
ing freight and tonnage (i.e. the cost of carrying goods on the 
Bridgewater Canal was half that of the river navigation but on
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a more reliable waterway). The proprietors of the old naviga 
tion, distressed at the prospect of competition, argued that the 
canal would run parallel with their waterway, and would 
therefore be no more convenient. The Duke replied that the 
old navigation offered no benefits to the country through 
which it passed: the freight rates were high, the river banks 
were often steep, and there were no wharfs or quays between 
Manchester and Warrington.

The canal would run at least four miles away from the old 
navigation, and communication with the surrounding coun 
tryside would be made easier. Supporters of the old navigation 
were worried that water for the new canal would be taken 
from the rivers. The Duke was not allowed to take any water 
from the River Mersey or the River Irwell because they both 
ran below his canal. One of the main sources of water for the 
Duke's canal was from the soughs cut into his mines at 
Worsley. This accounts for the orange colour of the water in 
the canal due to leaching from ironstone. On a more personal 
note, the proprietors of the old navigation were worried that 
the large sums of money they had put up for the navigation 
would be lost if the canal took away all the trade of the river 
navigation. The Duke simply replied that they had taken a 
risk with their investment in the first place; and the navigation 
was built for the public's benefit, not for the proprietors' 
profits. The navigation had not been successful, so why should 
a better scheme not be advanced?

In 1762 Parliament granted the Duke permission to extend 
his canal to the Hempstones (2 Geo III c2). As work began on 
this westward extension, the Duke, James Brindley, Lord 
Gower (the Duke's brother-in-law) and Josiah Wedgewood 
entered into discussions to construct a canal from the Potteries 
to join the River Mersey at Preston Brook. Two routes were 
put before Parliament; one a canal to Preston Brook and the 
other using the River Weaver through Cheshire to the River 
Mersey. The former route was chosen by Parliament in 1766 
(6 Geo III c96). By the terms of this Act the Duke was 
empowered to alter the course of his canal to meet the new 
Trent and Mersey Canal at Preston Brook. He planned to 
continue the canal from Preston Brook to Runcorn Gap where 
it would descend into the River Mersey by a series often locks. 
This section of the canal was to be paid for by the Duke with 
the compensation of a tonnage rate of Id per ton per mile for 
all goods carried. The ten locks at Runcorn were completed in 
1772 when the Duke's barge, the 'Heart of Oak' passed 
through the locks. The Bridgewater Canal was not finally
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Plate 1: Part of John Gore's Survey of Liverpool, 1796

-.m atOf.

Plate 2: Plan of Duke's Dock premises in 1899
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completed to Runcorn until 1776 but there was limited water 
communication between Manchester and Runcorn from 1772. 

The Duke had the foresight to anticipate the need for dock 
and warehouse facilities in Liverpool long before the canal 
had reached Runcorn. In November 1765 he personally took 
up, and paid for, a possession lease on a piece of land south of 
the Salthouse Dock from the Rev. R. Barnston. 5 For that year 
Liverpool town books state, under 4th September: 'It is 
ordered that His Grace the Most Noble Francis Duke of 
Bridgewater be admitted free [i.e. a freeman] of this Corpora 
tion gratis.' The land and buildings in Liverpool cost the 
Duke £4,200, but he did not authorise the construction of a 
dock there for several years. Thomas Wallwork was the 
Superintendent of the building of Duke's Dock and it was 
completed in 1773. It was a small dock approached from the 
river by a tidal gut of water. Some impression of its location 
can be gleaned from Plate 1. Between 1780-1783 the Duke 
built a multi-storey warehouse at the Duke's Dock which was 
similar in design to the Duke's Warehouse he had built at his 
Castlefield terminus in Manchester shortly after 1765. The 
bricklaying work for the Liverpool warehouse was done by 
Peter Hewitt & Co. The warehouse was 92' 9" long; 45' wide 
and approximately 20 yards high. It consisted of seven 
boarded floors and the ground floor, making eight in all, and 
had 17 chimney flues and 88 window arches. The bricklaying 
cost £105 12s." This warehouse was probably the first multi 
storey dock warehouse to be built in the Port of Liverpool. 
Thomas Troughton described the operation:

On his canal the Duke employed forty-two flats of 50 tons each, he also 
made a small dock at Liverpool for their reception, which retains his 
name, and erected a spacious warehouse for the security of goods. 7 In 
1770 Arthur Young in his A six months tour through the north of England 
(volume 3) commented: At an age when most men aim only at pleasure 
and dissipation, to see him engaged in undertakings, that give employ 
ment and bread to thousands; that tend so greatly to advance the 
agriculture, manufacturers, and commerce, of an extensive neighbour 
hood; in a word, that improve and adorn his country, is a sight so very 
uncommon, and so great, that it must command our admiration. Nor was 
it less to his Grace's honour, that, in the execution of these spirited 
schemes, he had the penetration to discern the characters of mankind so 
much, as to fix on those people who were formed by nature for the 
business; to draw forth latent merit; to bring from obscurity one of the 
most useful genius's that any age can boast. . .

The development of the Trent and Mersey Canal by 1776 
meant that goods other than local traffic could be carried 
along the canal. The map shows these, and other waterways
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Plate 3: Multi-storey grain warehouse

Plate 4: Detail oj multi-storey grain warehouse
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in the region. Goods could be sent by canal from Staffordshire, 
Birmingham, Hull and Bristol to Manchester and Liverpool. 
The Duke always stated that 'a navigation should have coals 
at the heel of it', though most of the extra profit was gained 
from more risky general merchandise, such as pottery, agri 
cultural products, grain, cotton and timber. By 1776 the need 
to extend his dock facilities in Liverpool to cope with the 
increasing amount of traffic on the canal was apparent. 
However the Corporation was very loth to agree to a request 
for more space. This was all the more annoying as Mr. 
Rathbone who leased land to the north of Duke's Dock for 
ship-building yards was allowed to extend his premises. By 
1789 Robins, the Liverpool agent, was complaining,

'This morning we had 4 flats to sail out of his Grace's docks and the wind 
nearly in the same point as upon the 25th instant and had near 30 men to 
get them out and only one got clear without running against Rathstone 
wall - the other three stroke against it but not much Damag'd - but much 
of the flood was spent before (they) got off and I am not Certain whether 
she would all get up to Runcorn in the same tide.' 8

In 1781 there were twenty six flats in use on the Bridgewater 
Canal9 and in 1790 Robert Noris, a Liverpool merchant, noted 
that 42 boats of 50 tons berthen each were employed on the 
Bridgewater Canal, and that on average each of these boats 
made three trips to Liverpool every fourteen days. 10 By 1790 
the Duke still had not been granted permission to extend his 
dock and his patience was wearing thin.

There may have been political reasons why some Liverpool 
merchants were unwilling to see Bridgewater's premises and 
influence in Liverpool extended, but eventually in 1792 more 
land was acquired for the dock extension." At this time the 
Duke's Canal debt was decreasing (it stood at £324,745 14s 
3d. in 1792)' 2 and trade was increasing.

Imported goods included cotton for spinning, wool for hat 
making, sugar for refining, iron and steel for foundries includ 
ing Botfield & Company, Old Park near Coalbrookdale and 
Mr. Brodie's furnace near Ironbridge, linen cloth from Ire 
land, spices, tea, herrings from the Irish Sea, molasses, gum 
and corn. From Manchester manufactured goods were sent to 
Liverpool. Coal from Worsley was sent chiefly to Castle Quay 
at Manchester, Broadheath nr. Altringham, and Lymm. 
Heavy raw material such as limestone was carried from the 
Welsh coast, and paving stones were quarried at Runcorn. 
Agricultural produce was carried between intermediate places 
along the canal, including potatoes, carrots, peas, beans and
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milk. The opening of the Trent and Mersey Canal enabled 
salt to be transported from Cheshire by, for example, Messrs. 
Gilbert & Company of Marston, and, of course, china from 
the Potteries. Between 1778 and 1782, 21,745 large crates of 
pottery were carried by the Duke's boats from Preston Brook 
to Liverpool at 7|d per crate. 13 New hinterlands were also 
opened up north of Manchester when an Act was passed in 
1795 (35 Geo III c44) for a canal between Worsley and Leigh 
which later connected the Bridgewater Canal with the Leeds 
and Liverpool Canal. The canal could then carry goods to and 
from the expanding industrial towns of Bradford, Blackburn, 
Wigan and Preston. As well as the Duke's own boats, 
numerous canal carriers operated on the waterway including 
Worthington and Gilbert, Hugh Henshall & Company who 
specialised on the Trent and Mersey Canal and Thomas 
Pickford.

In January 1803 Francis drew up his will two months before 
his death. His main heir was his nephew George Gower, the 
future Duke of Sutherland. On Gower's death the Bridgewa 
ter estates would pass to his second son, Francis, on condition 
that he changed his name to Egerton. The Dukedom of 
Sutherland would pass to Gower's elder son. Realising that 
Gower would be an absentee landlord, Francis formed his 
Worsley estate into a Trust, the Superintendent of which was 
Robert Bradshaw, the successor of Thomas Gilbert as chief 
agent at Worsley. By devising a Trust to administer the canal 
operation, the Duke was trying to ensure that the transport 
system he had strived so long to create would continue to be 
managed efficiently for the benefit of all its users, whilst his 
family also benefited from its inheritance. Bradshaw headed a 
group of Trustees, but the terms of the Duke's will restricted 
their innovative power, especially in the raising of money for 
new works. This was to prove a problem in later years when 
maintenance and expansion were essential to keep the canal 
regime competitive with other canals and the railways. Less 
paternalistic than the Duke, Bradshaw wanted to make the 
canal operation profitable. He was concerned at the low 
freight rates being charged and soon made them treble what 
they were in 1780. In less than two years he had wiped out the 
remaining £162,397 of the Duke's canal debt and by 1805 was 
making a clear profit. 14
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II

This period of profitability was, however, short lived, not least 
because in the 1820s there began the challenge to the canals 
from the railway. By the mid 1820s the dock was in decay, but 
before it was allowed to reach that state it must have been an 
impressive sight, and in 1811 a new five storey warehouse, 
Plate 3, was added for the storage of grain. It was similar in 
design to the Grocers' Warehouse in Castlefield. The Grocers' 
Warehouse had been built during the same period as the 
Duke's Warehouse, for Henshall, Gilbert and Company. In 
1811 it was taken over by the Manchester Grocers' Company 
and was subsequently known as the Grocers' Warehouse. A 
brief description of the Grocers' Warehouse will give an 
impression of what the new 1811 Liverpool warehouse looked 
like. It was 63 feet long and 31s feet wide internally with brick 
walls 2| feet thick at the ground floor narrowing by storeys to 
14 feet on the top floor. The five storeys rose 45 feet from the 
quay, each floor being slightly shorter than the one below it. 
The floors were wooden and the timber posts ran across the 
warehouse and were supported by a brick dividing wall in the 
middle divided in the centre to allow free access from front to 
back. Two shipping holes allowed barges to float inside the 
warehouse and their cargoes could be unloaded directly into it 
under cover. Above the shipping holes on each floor were 
doors and a hoists so that goods could be lifted from the boats 
to every floor of the warehouse. These details are visible in 
Plates 3 and 4. To add character to the otherwise utilitarian 
building a rusticated base of hard stone was added, an idea 
which was copied in the Liverpool warehouse."'

Trade flourished for the next twenty years or so and 
bottlenecks occurred in the transport system. The major 
imports in 1825 were Irish grain and flour, timber from the 
Baltic and North America and cotton from America. 17 Be 
tween 1800-1823 the amount of Irish wheat and flour imp 
orted via Liverpool rose by almost 900% ia and there was also 
a great increase in the amount of imported cotton. Manufac 
tured goods were sent to Liverpool for transhipment to 
ocean-going vessels for export, including textiles and pottery. 
Because of the growth of trade and the relative inadequacy of 
the water routes, merchants began agitating for a railway 
between Liverpool and Manchester as an alternative means of 
transport. This agitation came at a time when the Bridgewa- 
ter Trustees found it difficult to raise new capital. One way to 
overcome the problem would have been for George Gower to
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go to Parliament for an Estate Bill authorising the Trustees to 
borrow on mortgage; the alternative was for him to have put 
up the money. He followed the second course with £20,000 
taken from the fund established by the Duke in his will. 20

The slowness of the interchange between the river Mersey 
and the Bridgewater Canal at Runcorn had been one of the 
prime causes of the pro-railway agitation, and so the most 
important item on the new works agenda was the construction 
of a new line of locks at Runcorn, costing an estimated 
£35,000. These works were operating by 1828 and made the 
passage of barges through the locks much quicker. But there 
were other problems too: the walls of Duke's dock were 
crumbling and the dock gates had to be tied up with rope. 
There was, further, the problem of lack of space in the dock 
which resulted in queues of barges waiting in the river.

These caused navigation hazards to other shipping in the 
river; and another hazard resulted from the way the shoreline 
around the entrance to the dock had been added to piecemeal 
over many years. This irregular river frontage caused the tide 
to eddy opposite the entrance to the dock and create a shoal 
which impeded shipping. There was also a need for yet more 
warehousing accommodation, not only at Liverpool, but at 
Manchester too. Therefore other improvements at this time 
included a warehouse at Manchester built in 1826 costing 
£5,760, and an iron warehouse at Liverpool costing £3,062 for 
the safe storage of the Staffordshire trade from the Duke's 
canal. 2I In 1829 a new lease was drawn up for the dockland 
site. At the Duke's death in 1803 that site had been transferred 
to the trustees, and at a cost of £5,000 in 1811 they had 
co-operated with Liverpool Corporation and added land 
reclaimed from the sea to their site. 15 The 1829 lease covered:

'All that piece or parcel of land or ground situate lying and being on the 
west side of a certain street or place in Liverpool aforesaid called 'Duke's 
Place', with several docks basins and houses warehouses offices and other 
buildings thereon made and erected containing in front to the Duke's 
Place aforesaid 141 yards and running in depth backward in an irregular 
line on the north side along the quay of Salthouse Dock and a certain 
street called Gower Street as far as the Strand or Shore of the River 
Mersey 304 yards 1 foot and 6 inches or thereabouts and on the south side 
along other land in lease to and in the possession of the said Trustees and 
being in breadth to the said Strand or Shore 177 yards 1 foot or 
thereabouts . . .' H

The yearly rent was fixed at 5s during the lifetime of the
Trustees plus 21 years after the death of the last survivor.

The new lease should have made possible more thorough-
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going remedies to the canal's problems, problems which the 
new railway always threatened to intensify. Already in 1828 
the Trustees had presented George Gower with a plan to 
extend the dock by embanking further into the river. The 
problem was obvious to all concerned, but the means of 
solving it were limited due to lack of money. The money raised 
in 1826 had nearly all been spent on the locks at Runcorn, and 
there was not enough left to overhaul and extend Duke's 
Dock. James Loch, a prominent Trustee, thought that the 
works should be paid for partly by the beneficiary-to-be, Lord 
Francis Leveson-Gower, and partly by persuading the Cor 
poration of Liverpool to subscribe in order to free themselves 
of certain obligations to the dock forced on them by the late 
Duke of Bridgewater's will." He persuaded Lord Francis 
Leveson-Gower to borrow £15,000 to help finance new works 
to make the canal operation more efficient. However the 
Superintendent, Bradshaw, wanted a more radical attack on 
the financial difficulties of the Trust by going to Parliament 
for an Estate Bill to authorise the borrowing of more money. 
James Loch would not agree to this, so piecemeal repairs were 
done to the dock 'no more as will secure the walls and dock 
gates from falling down.' 25 The problem therefore remained. 

Between 1830-1833 the Bridgewater Canal actually carried 
a greater tonnage than ever, but price cutting meant that 
profits were much lower. In 1837 James Loch became Super 
intendent of the Bridgewater Trustees and he added a new 
strength to the organisation. He knew that heavy expenditure 
was required if the canal was to remain competitive and 
between 1837-9 many improvements were made. The col- 
leries at Worsley were modernised and a new dock at the 
southern end of the Liverpool docks was constructed for the 
timber trade. The new dock was known as Egerton Dock after 
Lord Francis Egerton who provided the capital. Work on 
Duke's Dock began a few years later when a half-tide basin 
was constructed. In 1843 Mr. Cubitt, the Bridgewater En 
gineer requested the Liverpool Dock Trustees to permit the 
Surveyor to erect a new river entrance to Duke's Dock in 
connection with the new works and river wall which were 
being built. The Bridgewater Trustees agreed to pay the 
Liverpool Dock Estate £9,181, covering the cost of the new 
entrance. 27 The half-tide dock was opened in October 1845 
and enabled the flats from Runcorn at half tide to go straight 
into the dock and to leave again by half tide on the same day, 
saving them a delay of twenty hours. Because of the quicker 
turn around time, it was likely that less flats would be needed
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to handle the same amount of trade in future. Another 
advantage of the new dock entrance was that its width allowed 
Irish and coasting vessels to enter and discharge their cargoes 
straight into the flats which was a useful time-saving improve 
ment. Additional warehouse facilities were also provided at 
the Duke's Dock, mainly for the private carriers. The money 
used for the dock improvements was raised by an Estate Act 
in 1842 empowering the Trustees to borrow £50,000.

Ill

By 1842 the Bridgewater Canal Trustees were well used to 
commercial competition. After all, they had overcome the 
Mersey and Irwell Navigation, and they had seen that the 
impact of the railways was not the unmitigated disaster they 
had supposed it would be in 1825. In that year the Bridgewa 
ter Trustees had strongly opposed the Bill for the Manchester- 
Liverpool Railway and it was consequently defeated. By 
offering George Gower, the Duke's beneficiary, shares in the 
proposed railway company, the railway supporters managed 
to persuade the Trustees to reduce their opposition. The Bill 
was duly passed in 1826 and a new transport era began. The 
Trustees realised that they had to make their own operation 
more efficient. They had begun in 1826, as we have seen, a 
series of repairs and improvements which had enabled them 
to meet the railway challenge. They had also survived a 
period of family dissent when Lord Francis Leveson-Gower 
had been infuriated at his father's purchase of railway shares 
and his weakening of the opposition to the railway. Lord 
Francis had felt that this policy struck at his canal based 
inheritance. Nevertheless, the canal's business in the years 
after the opening of the railway in 1830 had benefited greatly 
from a period of phoney competition which lasted until the 
railway company had paid off its massive debts. There had 
been a price war between the railway and the canal, but, in 
fact, the canal had carried more business, although at much 
lower levels of profitability.

During the 1840's there was increased competition for trade 
between the railway, the Mersey and Irwell Navigation and 
the Bridgewater Canal. At first the railway did not impinge on 
the long-distance trades of the canals, but severe competition 
developed between the two waterways. Price-cutting on 
freight rates resulted in profits falling whilst the railway
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network continued to expand. The Mersey and Irwell Naviga 
tion Company broke price agreements in order to secure 
themselves more trade. By 1843 it was apparent to Loch and 
Fereday Smith, the General Manager of the Trust, that the 
river navigation had to be bought out in order to eliminate the 
absurd price war on freight rates which was ruining the 
waterways. The other deciding factor was that if the 
Bridgewater Trustees did not the Manchester Railway Comp 
any might, and that would be disastrous for the canal. The 
Bridgewater Trustees therefore bought the Mersey and Irwell 
Navigation Company on January 1st 1844 for £402,000 which 
was a high price to pay to subdue a rival. 28 Lord Francis 
Egerton who had acquired the Canal estate in 1833 on the 
death of his father, made the purchase in the first instance by 
buying all the shares. In 1845 the Trustees obtained an Estate 
Act authorising them to take over the shares from Lord 
Egerton and to raise the money on mortgage from the Law 
Life Assurance Society. The money was not fully paid back 
until 1853 but the control was theirs from the moment of the 
transaction. James Loch became principal agent of the 
Mersey and Irwell Navigation in December 1843 and from 
that time made all the important decisions related to that 
concern. By July 1844 an agreement was made between the 
railway and the canal over carriage rates, which made life a 
little easier for the Trustees.

Competition was mounting between the Bridgewater Canal 
and the Ellesmere and Chester Canal over traffic in the 
Mersey Estuary. In June 1844 an agreement was reached 
between the two concerns whereby the Trustees leased all the 
Ellesmere Company's carrying trade across the Mersey Estu 
ary (except to and from Chester) together with its docks, 
wharfs, cranes, warehouses and stables at Ellesmere Port as 
well as its tugs and barges. It seemed to the Trustees that the 
best way of competing with the growing railway threat was to 
amalgamate the canal carrying concerns. Thus in 1848 the 
Trustees took over the Anderton Carrying Company which 
had been a rival for many years for the Midlands traffic. 29 
Lord Ellesmere (formerly Lord Francis Egerton) bought the 
company, which had serious financial difficulties, to prevent it 
being bought by a rival railway company. The purchase 
included premises at Anderton, two steam engines for hoisting 
and lowering between the River Weaver and the Grand Trunk 
Canal, sheds and warehouses at Liverpool, Manchester, 
Northwich, Macclesfield and Congleton. Much of the traffic of 
the Anderton Company was pottery, so the control of the
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company resulted in the Trustees dominating the carriage of 
pottery to Liverpool.

The mid 1840's were boom years for the Bridgewater 
Trustees, with James Loch and Lord Francis Egerton in 
charge. The tonnage carried on the canal rose from 716,568 
tons in 1830 to 1,280,418 in 184430 with most of the increase 
coming from the independent carriers on the canal. However 
after 1846 the volume of trade declined as the railways 
expanded and took over much of the long distance trade 
especially from the Midlands and industrial Lancashire. 
Large amalgamations of railways were taking place. For 
example the Liverpool and Manchester Railway was incorpo 
rated into the London and North Western Railway Company, 
and canals too were being swallowed up by railway companies 
including the Trent and Mersey Canal by the North Stafford 
shire Railway Company in 1846. By 1849 the Bridgewater- 
controlled navigations were hemmed in by railway-controlled 
canals. The efficient national network of railways resulted in 
London becoming an outlet for northern trade, rather than 
Liverpool. This era of so-called 'railway-mania' was the most 
serious threat to the canals, and the only option open to the 
Trustees was amalgamation with railway companies, which 
eventually took place in 1872.

Because of the years of external negotiations and competi 
tion with other companies, the internal organisation and 
maintenance of property was neglected. The problem in 
Liverpool stemmed from the fact that steamers were being 
introduced, and docks were being constructed to accommo 
date them towards the mouth of the Mersey in the north, quite 
some distance from Duke's Dock. Empty barges had to sail 
from Duke's Dock to one of the new docks to load, which was 
obviously time-consuming and inefficient. The alternative was 
to have goods brought to Duke's Dock by cart which was very 
expensive and again inefficient. The Trustees therefore tried 
to get a berth in the northern docks where they could tranship 
goods with more convenience. In 1857 the Bridgewater Trus 
tees applied for accommodation in the north side of the canal 
locks of the Leeds and Liverpool Canal near the Stanley Dock. 
A 21 year lease was granted to them in February of that year. 
In effect the Bridgewater Trustees sub-leased part of the 
Leeds and Liverpool Canal Company's premises. 31 Duke's 
Dock was still used by small coasting vessels and increasingly 
for cross-river traffic. This resulted from the construction of a 
railway to Runcorn. Goods could be brought from all parts of 
the country to Runcorn, then later Birkenhead, and barged
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across the River Mersey to Liverpool for storage or tranship 
ment.

Finally, in 1863, a branch line from the Dock Railway was 
constructed on the east side of Wapping Basin to the margin 
of Duke's Dock at an estimated cost of £175. The Mersey 
Docks and Harbour Board was reimbursed by the Bridgewa- 
ter Trustees. 11 This illustrates the awareness of the Bridgewa- 
ter Trustees of a need to keep up to date with carrying 
methods within the Port of Liverpool, especially as they had 
such problems with the internal transportation of goods from 
ship to barge within the docks. Over-crowding was also a 
problem at the Duke's Dock, because much of the goods for 
transhipment had to be stored there for some time. In 1865 
£43,000 was authorised to be spent on purposes which 
included the erection of a new warehouse and offices and the 
installation of a travelling crane able to lift 30 tons."

IV

Just as competition required new investment in fixed capital 
so too it required the Trustees to look to their legal and 
corporate structure. During June 1857, four months after the 
death of Earl of Ellesmere, a series of legal transactions 
relating to the Duke's Dock took place. On June 9th the 
Duke's Dock property was transferred from the Earl of 
Ellesmere (the beneficiary) to Liverpool Corporation. On 
June 13th the lease on the property was reversed, giving the 
tenancy back to the Earl. On June 15th the Earl transferred 
the lease to the Bridgewater Trustees at a yearly rent of 5/1 d 
with a covenant for perpetual renewal. The significance of 
these transactions is as yet unclear. In 1863 the Trustees 
aquired the right of reversion of the Duke's Dock premises. In 
other words if they were to sub-let part of the property to 
another company, when that lease ran out the property would 
revert back to the Trustees, not the Corporation."

The Bridgewater Trustees began to realise that it was 
unwise to remain independent when competing with large 
amalgamated companies more able to bear the fluctuations in 
income generated by the carrying trade. The Trust also had a 
duty to the Egerton family to secure them a stable income, 
and so in September 1872 the Bridgewater Canal and all its 
property passed into a joint stock company called the 
Bridgewater Navigation Company. The purchase price was 
£1,115,000. The new company was closely connected with the
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Midland and Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway 
Companies. It seems that the railways had the most say in the 
running of the new company, but the interests of the canals 
were by no means neglected. It was simply the most sensible 
arrangement under the circumstances, and Trustees had been 
considering selling since 1844. With Edward Leader Williams 
as engineer, the new Bridgewater Navigation Company 
undertook ambitious rebuilding and modernisation schemes. 
The Runcorn locks were enlarged and the canal was deepened 
from 4' 6" to 6', and steam traction was used instead of horse 
traction for greater cost efficiency. This effort to enhance the 
efficiency of the canal by a railway-dominated company was 
unusual. Sir Edward Watkin, Chairman of the Manchester, 
Sheffield and Lincolnshire and Midland Companies, and also 
the Chairman of the new company, stated at the first half 
yearly meeting of the company in January 1873:

The amalgamation report of the Lords and Commons Committee 
proposed that canals should, if possible, be a competitive element against 
railways. Having had a good deal to do with the practical management 
both of canals and railways, he thought this is as absurd as to expect a 
donkey to compete with an elephant. Narrow canals, and those with locks 
or a scarce supply of water, could not possibly compete with the railways; 
but a broad and deep canal like the Bridgewater if steam could be 
substituted for horse-power, might hold its own against the railways.'

He went on to comment that there was no antagonism 
between the railway companies and the canal, and foresore an 
era of co-operation.

The Duke's Dock property at the time of the sale was 
valued at £327,512. Its relatively high value reflects the large 
amount of warehouse and shed accommodation on the site as 
well as its strategic value in the line of the south docks. Also in 
1872 the Bridgewater Trustees' lease on property at Manches 
ter Dock was not renewed. The Trustees had gained this 
property in 1844 when they took over the Mersey and Irwell 
Navigation Company. From 1872 the Liverpool properties 
associated with the Bridgewater Navigation Company were at 
Duke's Dock, Stanley Dock and the North Carriers Dock.

For the next fifteen years agitation grew for a ship canal 
from Runcorn to Manchester. Mancunian merchants were 
annoyed at having to pay dues on goods being imported from 
abroad at both Liverpool and Manchester. A ship canal 
would enable ocean-going vessels to sail directly to Manches-
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ter and unload, leaving Liverpool out of the process 
altogether. The Mersey Docks and Harbour Board and 
Liverpool merchants were not pleased with the proposal, and 
the Bridgewater Navigation Company put forward plans to 
enlarge and modernise the Mersey and Irwell Navigation in 
1882 at an estimated cost of £324,000. If the canal scheme was 
sanctioned by Parliament, the river navigation would need to 
be bought as it ran along the route of the proposed canal. The 
Bridgewater Navigation Company put up strong opposition to 
the development of a Ship Canal, as the Bridgewater Trustees 
had opposed the development of the railways fifty years 
beforehand. As with the previous battle, the Bridgewater 
Navigation Company eventually conceded to the new con 
cern, and in 1887 the Act was passed authorising the construc 
tion of the Manchester Ship Canal. In the same year the new 
Ship Canal Company bought the Bridgewater Navigation 
Company for £1,710,000, because it needed to use the Mersey 
and Irwell Navigation which the latter owned. The Bridgewa 
ter Canal was untouched a'.id trade continued on that route 
with Duke's Dock being kept on in Liverpool as a coastal base 
for the Manchester Ship Canal Company's operations. The 
Ship Canal was partially opened in 1891 and was completed 
in 1894 and a new dock was opened in Manchester in the 
same year.

During the 1890's severe disputes arose between the Mersey 
Docks and Harbour Board and private carriers who used the 
Duke's Dock. The carriers were annoyed that goods which 
were shipped to Manchester in foreign vessels, and then 
barged down the Ship Canal to Duke's Dock for sale or 
transhipment for coastal trade, were liable to pay inward, 
foreign dock rates and town dues at Liverpool. 35 Importers in 
Liverpool disliked their goods going to Manchester first and 
then being barged back, because it was very time consuming, 
and goods were often dumped on different parts of the 
quayside when each barge arrived. Merchants had to walk 
around and spot their own cargoes to collect for redistribu 
tion. In 1897 Mr. H. Lloyd Jones, Assistant Secretary of the 
Liverpool Cotton Association wrote a letter (presumably to 
the Manchester Ship Canal Company) regarding cotton for 
Liverpool being imported via Manchester, spelling out the 
disadvantages of such a system. 16 He cites the example of the 
'Cases' carrying cotton from Charleston for Liverpool and 
Manchester. Most of the bills of lading for Liverpool cotton 
made no mention of the Manchester voyage except the 
following stamp on the Master's Receipts:
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'The traffic for Liverpool to be conveyed back from Manchester by lighter 
and landed at Duke's Dock, Liverpool, the Receivers of the traffic paying 
the equivalent of the Liverpool Dock and Town Dues and Master 
Porterage in addition to sea freight.'

The vessel passed Liverpool on January 7th without discharg 
ing and on her way to Manchester she ran into a bank and 
water damaged part of her cargo. She began to discharge her 
bales of cotton on 9th January in Manchester. The deliveries 
in Liverpool did not commence for another ten days and were 
not finished until more than three weeks after the ship 
commenced to discharge in Manchester. The bales of cotton 
belonging to various consignees were discharged:

'promiscuously from barges all around the dock, instead of each firm's 
cotton being ready for delivery, which would have been done had the 
vessel been discharged in the usual way at Liverpool. Much time was thus 
lost by each firm having to search all over the dock quays for their own 
particular cotton. Men and carts were kept waiting for hours at a time.'

Something obviously had to be done about this system of 
importing goods to Liverpool. During the 1890s discussions 
over one possible solution had begun, namely the sale of 
Duke's Dock to the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board. The 
Manchester Ship Canal Company would benefit because it 
would avoid the squabbles over payment of Liverpool dues, 
and the loss of the income generated by the dock would be 
offset by the cash from the sale which could be used for the 
development of a deep water dock in Manchester. The Mersey 
Docks and Harbour Board would benefit because it would 
then own all the docks south of Pier Head where major 
reconstructions were envisaged during the following few 
years. The Ship Canal Company wanted to concentrate their 
investment in Manchester and the shareholders knew that the 
sale of the Duke's Dock would not injure the Company's 
interests. 39 The purchase price of the dock was to be fixed by 
arbitration under the jurisdiction of Robert Vigers of 4 
Frederick's Place, Old Jewry, London. A very detailed sche 
dule of the assets at Duke's Dock was drawn up with an 
accompanying plan, Plate 2, which also indicated the va 
rious tenants of the dock property. The premises comprised 
dwelling houses for dock workers, warehouses, sheds, offices, 
boilers, steam engines, coal yards, stables, manure pits, a 
weighbridge, a joiner's shop, smithies, a shipyard, loading 
yard and platform, a chain store and gate keepers' huts. 40 The 
final price for the dock and property was £522,000, a high 
price for a small area but it reflected the extensive premises
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and also the strategic value of the dock. The sale was 
concluded in 1900, and the Manchester Ship Canal Company 
retained its berths there as tenancies as well as the privilege of 
mooring tugs along the river wall.

Further legal changes were not far away however, brought 
to a head by the pressures of war, as well as routine financial 
pressure. A report dated 29th August 1916 indicates the cost 
to the Manchester Ship Canal Company of maintaining its 
tenancies in Liverpool. Duke's Dock cost the Company £4,250 
a year to rent; Stanley Dock cost £863; North Carriers Dock 
cost £2,550 and Birkenhead cost £118 a year. Rates and taxes 
were also payable: Duke's Dock cost £1,432; Stanley Dock 
cost £311; North Carriers Dock cost £806 and Birkenhead cost 
£41. Revenue gained income from sub-tenants at Duke's Dock 
amounting to £421 18s 6d. A calculation of the above figures 
showed that it was costing the Manchester Ship Canal 
Company approximately £10,000 a year to maintain its 
tenancies. 43 At this time also, the Bridgewater Department 
was paying its employees War Allowances costing an extra 
£10,000 a year with no increase in carriage rates to offset the 
cost. As a result the Company was seeking to make reductions 
in its tenancies in Liverpool. 44 The Duke's Dock premises were 
however kept on by the Company until 1921. In that year they 
asked the Dock Board if their tenancies at Duke's Dock and 
Carriers Dock could be treated as appropriated berths, paying 
the usual rent of 3s 9d per square yard. The Dock Board 
replied that the Company should give up their tenancies and 
the premises at Duke's Dock were handed over to the 
Warehouse Department to work in conjunction with the 
Albert Dock Warehouses. It was decided shortly after that the 
premises were better suited for transit traffic. 45 On June 28th 
1921 the Bridgewater Department took up an ordinary berth 
and shed accommodation on the east side of Canning Dock in 
lieu of their former letting at Duke's Dock.46 During the next 
two months the Bridgewater Department also took over two 
more berths in Canning Dock, one of which formerly belonged 
to the Shropshire Union Railway and Canal Company. 47 
From July 1st 1921 the Harbour Master took over responsibil 
ity for working the Duke's Dock.48

By concentrating too much on legal and constitutional 
changes, there is a danger of forgetting the very trade that
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those changes were intended to help. It will be as well to end 
this paper by looking at the use of Duke's dock at the turn of 
the nineteenth century, and on into the present decade. In the 
late 1890s the Duke's Dock was being used to import and 
tranship a variety of goods including cotton, flour, linseed oil, 
potatoes, cotton seed oil, cotton cake, vegetables, sugar, grain 
and animal feedstuffs." The dock was undoubtedly busy and 
much of the warehousing and shed space was occupied by 
private carriers like Ross J. Smyth & Company (corn mer 
chants), E.H. Darby & Company (corn merchants) H. Bath 
& Sons (metal brokers) J. Gordon (timber merchant), Hartley 
& Kaye (stone merchants), Price's Patent Candle Company 
Limited and C.T. Faulkner (barge owner and carrier). In 
1899 Duke's Dock handled 311,811 tons of cargo of which 
207,335 tons was Manchester Ship Canal Company 
Bridgewater Department traffic, the rest belonging to tenants 
such as C.T. Faulkner or Ross J. Smyth & Company38 & 41 . Of 
the Bridgewater Department's traffic about 110,000 tons was 
cross-river lighterage for the Pacific Steam Navigation Comp 
any and Great Western Railway Company to and from 
Birkenhead. Duke's Dock continued to be used by private 
carriers such as C.T. Faulkner and Henry Bath and Son, 
although the trade after the First World War declined, due 
mainly to the increased network of roads making road haulage 
more convenient and quicker than water transport. During 
the Second World War some of the Duke's Dock property was 
requisitioned by the Admiralty and several buildings were 
bomb damaged. After the war the dock was used as a mooring 
for private yachts and other small craft as the trade continued 
to decline. In 1947 the Bridgewater Department ceased 
barging traffic to and from Liverpool and concentrated on 
barging grain to the Kellogg Mill in Trafford, Manchester. 
This too ceased in 1974 after the opening of the huge grain 
terminal at Seaforth at the mouth of the River Mersey.

Around 1960 the impressive multi-storey grain warehouse 
was demolished at Duke's Dock and the branch dock 
approaching it was filled in. A container repair depot was 
established on its site in 1977 which operated until 1982.

The dock was closed to shipping in 1972 after two centuries 
of handling (canal) barge traffic. The canal, which is still 
operational, though almost entirely for pleasure craft, has 
become a linear park for leisure activities, supported partly by 
the Ship Canal Company, and partly by District Councils 
along its route. This new lease of life would have proved a 
considerable source of satisfaction to the man whose deter-
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mination made it all possible, and who personally purchased 
that dock which is his main memorial in Liverpool.
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