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S they had worked themselves out by the end of the eighteenth 
century the navigation acts required all trade with British 

possessions overseas to be exclusively to and from Great Britain, 
in British ships of British ownership and British build, with a 
British master and a predominantly British crew. (1) Foreign goods 
with certain exceptions were to be imported into Great Britain 
only in British ships (as defined above), or in ships belonging to 
the country of the goods' origin or usual port of shipment. These 
provisions concerning foreign trade were not repealed until 1849, (2) 
and the reserved coastwise trade was opened to foreign vessels only 
in 1854. 13 ' In order to distinguish as the law required between 
various vessels, their flag, ownership, build, and manning, the 
doctrine of their nationality had to be enunciated, the principles of 
legal definition had to be devised, and the administrative formalities 
of a system of registry to be worked out. It is the register brought 
into being in response to this need, and its ancillary records (with 
particular reference to the eighteenth century) that are the subject 
of this present paper.

By registers therefore is meant the enrolments of merchant 
vessels at their appropriate Custom Houses, so as to entitle them 
to be admitted to the trade reserved by law to British vessels. If 
all the registers compiled under the governing acts had in fact 
survived we should have available a complete history of the regis 
tered property in every British merchant ship, at least from 1786, (4) 
until today. In fact, of course, not all such volumes and their 
ancillary records are now extant. We are, however, fortunate that 
sufficient have survived in the various ports' 51 for them to constitute 
one of the most important primary sources for eighteenth and 
nineteenth century maritime history.

As a source, however, despite the great wealth of information

111 The word "British" is used here; but there were, of course, sometimes 
considerable differences, and occasionally fine distinctions, between England, 
Ireland, Scotland, the Isle of Man, the Channel Isles, the plantations, and 
certain other parts.

"» Statutes, 12-13 Vie., cap. 29. I3 > 17-18 Vie., cap. 5.
141 26 Geo. Ill, cap. 60, as to which, see below.
151 Royal Commission on Public Records, Appendices to the Second Report, 

Vol. II, pt. ii (Cd. 7545/1914) pp. 242-8. This schedule, however, is occasion 
ally incomplete or inaccurate. See Bulletin, Society of Local Archivists, No. 9, 
1952 pp. 8-9, and 5-6.

107



108 REGISTER OF BRITISH MERCHANT SHIPS

contained in them, they have been sadly neglected ; <61 nor has a 
conspectus of them ever been taken in relation to any port of the 
United Kingdom in the manner in which I propose to review 
Liverpool's registers. It is particularly fitting that they should be 
first reviewed in Liverpool, and this for two reasons: first, because 
the 1786 act, 171 the exact terms of which made the register-books 
such a valuable source, was sponsored by the first Lord Liverpool, (8) 
Pitt's president of the new Board of Trade; and secondly, because 
of all the shipping-register records in the United Kingdom, those 
in Liverpool are the most perfect. Apart altogether from certain 
rather rare items and others quite unique, there has survived in 
Liverpool a general body of shipping archives, which is in all respects 
(except one) 191 most suited and most convenient for close study 
and detailed research. Furthermore, this material intelligently 
exploited would yield information not only for the maritime and 
economic historian, but also for the social historian not in any 
obvious way concerned with ships or shipping.

Notwithstanding certain provisions of Edward III, (10> it is more 
usual to find the origin of the navigation laws in the acts of Richard 
II. (11) . More immediately they derive from an ordinance of the 
Commonwealth' 121 and an act of the Restoration. (13) By 1660 
the plantation trade had become reserved to vessels owned, built, 
mastered and predominantly manned by natives; to vessels which 
"truly and without fraud belong only to the People of England and 
Ireland, Dominion of Wales or Town of Berwick upon Tweed, 
or are the Built of and belonging to any of the said Lands, Islands, 
Plantations or Territories, as the Proprietors and right owners 
thereof, and whereof the Master and three fourths of the Mariners 
at least are English". (14) In order "to prevent frauds in colouring 
and buying foreign ships", any vessel English owned but foreign 
built was required to be registered on oath at the appropriate 
Custom House, all supporting evidence being produced to the 
proper officer(s) of Customs. (15) I have occasionally found the 
text of these declarations entered in their appropriate places (by 
date) in the routine customs records of a port, but have never

'" See however, G. N. Clark, Guide to English Commercial Statistics 1696- 
7752, (Royal Historical Society, 1938) 45-51; Grahame E. Farr, Records of 
Bristol Ships, 1800-1838, (Bristol Record Society 1949) ; D. Thomas, Hen. 
Longau Sir Gaernarfon, (Caernarvonshire Historical Society, 1952); and Hen 
Longau a Llongwyr Cymru, (University of Wales Press, 1949).

'" 26 Geo. Ill, cap. 60.
181 Charles Jenkinson, 7th baronet, 1st baron Hawkesbury (1786), 1st earl of 

Liverpool (1796).
191 We have not, in respect of the port of Liverpool, the contemporary volumes 

of the correspondence to and from the Board of Commissioners in London, in 
which the various problems were discussed and directions given.

' 10) 42 Edw. Ill (1368) cap. 8; and Schanz, Englische Handelspolitik, Vol. II, 
549-5.

1111 5 Ric. II (1381) cap. 3; 6 Ric. II (1382) cap. 8; and 14 Ric. II (1390) cap. 6.
1121 Ordinance 9 October 1651 (Acts and Ordinances, Vol. II, pp. 559-62).
1131 12 Car. II (1660) cap. 18.
(I4 > Ibid., sec. i. <"' Ibid., sec. x.
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found in any port of registry a surviving volume consisting solely 
of these Restoration declarations.

A further statute of 1695 recited the "great abuses [that] are 
daily committed to the prejudice of English navigation", and there 
fore tightened considerably the law of registry. 116 ' Hitherto an 
English-owned vessel had not been required to register unless she 
were foreign built; from 1695 however all English vessels were 
required to be registered, whether foreign or native built, provided 
they were engaged in the plantation trade. The Commissioners 
of H.M. Customs specifically charged their principal officers in 
every port of registry (including Liverpool) to "take special care 
that for every ship or vessel belonging to your port, & trading to 
or from any of His Majesty's plantations, due proof be made upon 
oath by one or more of the owners before yourselves in the Forms 
prescribed". Registry consisted therefore, of the "Oath by one 
or more of the owners, before [the principal officer of Customs] in 
the forms prescribed"' 17 '. After such registry had been duly sworn, 
attested and recorded at the appropriate Custom House, it was 
delivered to the master of the vessel "for the security of her navi 
gation", and a duplicate of the register was required to be imme 
diately transmitted to the Commissioners of His Majesty's Customs 
in the port of London, in order to be entered in a general register 
to be kept there for this purpose. It is immensely to be regretted 
that this "general register of vessels in the plantation trade" from 
1696 was lost in the burning down of the London Custom House 
in 1714. Here again, I have seen here and there various of these 
oaths in a number of ports entered in the current port records of 
the period; but in Liverpool we are fortunate in having a series of 
volumes dating from 1743, and all prior to Lord Liverpool's Act 
of 1786, exclusively devoted to these oaths of ownership. To 
illustrate the general style of registry, I quote that of Old Noll, the 
noted mid-eighteenth century Liverpool privateer:
Port Leverpoole

Cha Goore maketh Oath that the Ship Old Noll of Leverpoole, whereof 
James Powell is at present the Master, being a backboat sterned vessel, Burthen 
about Two hundred fifty Tons, was built at Norfolk in Virga., in the year One 
thousand seven hundred and forty three, and that himself, Wm. Bulkely, Sam 
Reid, Ino Clayton, Lew Unsworth, Ar. Heywood, Fs. Oldham, Thos. Back 
house, Jos. Manesty, Nath. Basnett, Sam Ogden, Tho. Steel junr., John Knight, 
Wm. Whaley, John Parr, Wm. Penketh, James Ross, Edward Roughsedge, 
Ed. Forbes, James Gildart, Ellis Cunliffe, Rt. Cunliffe, Jno. Brooks, Jno. 
Cardman, Wm. Wm. Son, Roger Brooke, John Bostock, Jr. Atherton, James 
Powell, are at Present Owners thereof, and that no forreignor directly or in 
directly hath any share part or Interest therein.
Sworn before us the fourth day [Si§ned] Charles Goore '
of June, One thousand seven hundred
and forty four. R. Aldersly,

D[eputy] Cust[ome]r
Wm. Simms Jn. Colquitt Junr. 
D[eputy] Comptroller] p[ro] Coll[ecto]r

lie) 7_g Will. Ill, cap. 22. "" General letter, 10 July 1697.
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In that single vessel there are surely enough names famous in 
Liverpool ship-owning slaving and privateering, to send a researcher 
off on a dozen different tacks. For example, Goore Manesty and 
Bostock were associated (with two others) in that other noted 
privateer of the period, the 70-ton Rhode Island snow Thurloe, 
which like Old Noll has the tang of the Commonwealth about it. 
Thurloe, like the Old Noll, left Liverpool in the June of 1745, but un 
like the Old Noll, came back without her "register", "it having been 
lost when the ship was taken by the French", as her master declared 
when he swore again at Liverpool Custom House on the 22 October 
1745. But if the Thurloe lost her "register", she could make other 
finds, as for example, when she came back with a ship "taken as 
prize from the French King's subjects", which, when it was legally 
condemned and then "made free", was fitted out from Liverpool 
by a syndicate consisting of the Cunliffes (Foster, Ellis, and Robert), 
and Reid Atherton and Bulkelly (all named in the Old Noll above), 
and called the Bulkelly of Liverpool. Bulkelly was also concerned 
with the Cunliffes in the newly-built Liverpool snow of 90 tons 
(1746), the New Bulkelly, and in 1750 with the Liverpool-built 
sloop of 100 tons, Bulkelly. The Cunliffes were interested not 
only in such Liverpool-built vessels as the 120-ton ship Fortune 
(1743), the 70-ton snow Wheel of Fortune (1748), the 110-ton snow 
Carter (1750), the 120-ton ship Shawe (1753); but also in the 
Virginia-built 100-ton brigantine Mary and Ann (1744), the Mary 
land-built 140-ton ship Liverpool Merchant, the Maryland-built, 
150-ton pink-sterned vessel Upton, and the New-York-built, 60-ton 
snow Foster (1725). The Cunliffe syndicate had a nice family 
taste in names as is witnessed by the ship Ellis & Robert (1747), the 
two snows Foster (1725) and Young Foster (1749), the sloop Robert 
(1739), and the ship New Cunliffe (1756).

One sees something of the interlockings of such names, famous 
in Liverpool ship owning and ship building, .as George Campbell, 
James Gildart, Richard Golightly, John Gorell, Edward Lowndes, 
John Okill, and so on. One finds vessels part-owned in Liverpool, 
and part in London, Hull or Dumfries, or part in the plantations. 
One finds, for example, a vessel named Preston, built in Bideford, 
registered in Liverpool, and owned partly in Manchester and partly 
in Birmingham. Only from records of this character can we puzzle 
out something of the little-known pattern of eighteenth-century 
ship-owning, and volumes of the type I have been talking about 
above do not exist outside the port of Liverpool.

It was in the first half of the eighteenth century, also, that the 
wool trade intruded itself into the registry of British merchant 
ships. In order to foster the home manufacture of woollen goods, 
the exportation of unmanufactured wool had long been in general 
prohibited. In particular, attempts had been made to regulate 
shipments of wool from Ireland to England by licence and bond. 
Nevertheless, illicit exportation to foreign parts had, however, 
"notoriously continued". It was now thought that if the customs
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duty payable on Irish wool brought into England were repealed, 
and the trade otherwise regulated, the mischief might be removed. 
The new regulation took the form of prohibiting wool to be shipped 
from Ireland, under penalty of confiscation of the vessel and cargo, 
in any but registered vessels, every shipment to be pre-entered with 
the Customs and secured by bond for unshipment in Great Britain. 
From Christmas 1739, therefore, no ship whatsoever was to "be 
deemed or pass as a ship of the Built of Great Britain or Ireland, 
so as to be qualified to load or take on board in any of the stipulated 
parts of Ireland, wool for Great Britain", until the persons claiming 
property in the ship shall make an oath before the collector and 
comptroller of the port to which the vessel belongs, concluding 
with a positive averment "that no Foreigner, directly or indirectly, 
hath any share Part or Interest therein".' 181 A certificate of the 
oath had then to be registered in the port, and "delivered to the 
Master of the Ship for the security of her navigation", and a dupli 
cate transmitted to London "in order to be entered in the general 
Register to be there kept by them for this purpose", as in the act 
of 1695. But once again the central records of the register-general 
were lost by fire, this time in 1814; and once again records surviving 
locally are extremely rare. Once again, however, the volume of 
"Wool Act registers" has survived in Liverpool, covering the period 
from the first passing of the act, until after the comprehensive 
registry of all ships, under Lord Liverpool's act of 1786.

Again, we sense something of the pattern of the Liverpool-Irish 
trade when we see the Liverpool of Liverpool, built in Liverpool in 
1734, but owned in 1740 jointly by a merchant in Liverpool and a 
merchant in Drogheda. The Truelove, of Liverpool, a 30-ton 
sloop, was built in Chester in 1730, but was owned in 1741 jointly 
by a sailmaster of Parkgate and a salt-proprietor of Middlewich, 
and four merchants, two from Liverpool, one from Chester and 
the other from Dublin. The 40-ton sloop May Ann was built in 
Liverpool in 1742, and was owned by her master, a blockmaker, 
and a merchant, all of Liverpool, together with two merchants of 
Warrington and two of Dublin. The Pitt of 70 tons with Thomas 
Ormond as master was described as a sloop in 1761, and jointly 
owned by two Liverpool merchants; in 1775 it was listed as a brigan- 
tine, with the old master and the owner's son brought into ownership, 
together with a man from Whitehaven.

When the volume of Liverpool trade was outstripping her building, 
tonnage had to be bought in from other ports. For example, the 
brigantine Diligence (50 tons) was built in Bideford in 1725, the 
Edward (60 tons) in Ilfracombe in 1735; the Charming Polly (80 
tons) in Swansea in 1740; the Peggy (70 tons) in Chester in 1767; 
the Gordon (80 tons) in Conway in 1768. We find John Okill 
joined with one other merchant in the ownership of the 45-ton sloop 
Mediterranean (1742), the 40-ton sloop Sally & Betty (1742), the 
48-ton sloop Hoadley (1742), the 80-ton brigantine Dragon (1757),

1181 15 Geo. II, cap. 31.
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the 50-ton sloop John & Betty (1754), the 88-ton brigantine Venus 
(1763), the 100-ton ship Venus (1767), the 55-ton vessel Success 
(1754), and with others in the 50-ton sloop Industry (1748). Cun- 
liiTe and Armitage are in the 40-ton brigantine Dublin Trader (1742) 
and the 80-ton brigantine Ponsonby (1747). George Campbell is 
in the 45-ton brigantine Merchant (1735) and the 50-ton brigantine 
Ross (1746): Bulkelly and Goore in the 30-ton sloop Betty (1745).

Already in 1775 the Customs in Liverpool noticed that Liverpool 
merchants were making colourable declarations regarding property 
in ships, "leaving out the names of their partners in America, 
which we cannot help thinking is done in order to cover or screen 
the property of people concerned in the Rebellion". (19) Although 
we are, of course, pleased to welcome this new America into the 
comity of nations, we cannot help thinking how ingeniously so 
many of her ardent patriots combined a pride in their new flag on 
her men-of-war, with a touching conservativeness in flying the old 
Union Jack on her merchantmen, swearing that the ship was British 
as British could be, whenever it secured to them the coveted privi 
leges of trade reserved to British ships.

With the changes brought about in the Plantations by the recog 
nition in 1783 of the independence of the United States, with 
vessels built and owned in the "lately revolted Colonies of North 
America" trying to claim the privileges of British ships and thus 
trading "in the British Plantations to the Great Prejudice of His 
Majesty's subjects", a stringent tightening up of registry procedure 
was bound to come. It came by Lord Liverpool's Act of 1786. (20> 
Up to this date the oath of the owner had been sufficient to secure 
to a vessel the privileges of recognition as a British ship. By the 
act of 1786, however, the legislature would not be content with any 
evidence of title other than full registry. The act declared that, 
notwithstanding any transfer, sale, mortgage or other contract, 
such transaction would be void in law unless its purpose had been 
executed in the mode and form prescribed. This procedure in 
cluded full registry in a permanent volume, statutorily referred to 
as the "register-book", and the examination and continuous regis 
tration of each subsequent change of title, until the vessel was lost, 
broken up, sold foreign, or the register otherwise closed. This is 
therefore a most important date in registry history. From now 
onwards any person applying for the registry of any vessel was 
required to produce a particular account of the ship from the 
builders, and to make an oath as to her identity. In order that an 
accurate certificate of registry could be issued, "truly and accurately 
describing every ship", an officer of Customs (or proper plantation 
official) or some other person "skilled in the building or admeasure 
ment of ships", was to go on board previous to registering, and 
"strictly and accurately examine and admeasure every such ship

(18) Collector, Liverpool, to Board of Customs, London, 25 November 1775. 
(201 26 Geo. Ill, cap. 60.
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or vessel as to all and every particular contained in the form of 
certificate", in order that for the future any officer of Customs 
could on due examination "discover whether any such ship or 
vessel is the same with that for which a certificate is alleged to 
have been granted". Every certificate of registry was to be num 
bered in a port series, recorded at the appropriate port of registry, 
and produced at every British port of call, at home or overseas, 
under a penalty of the forfeiture of the ship if she had no valid 
certificate in force. The particulars of the registry and a descrip 
tion of the vessel was to be entered "in a book to be kept for that 
purpose" at the port where the ship was registered, and a true 
and exact copy of the entry transmitted to the Commissioners of 
Customs in London "within one month of the furtherest". The 
forms of certificate of registry to accompany the ship were held at 
the ports in sheets bound up into book form, to be numbered in 
manuscript in a local numerical series. Each sheet in the book 
consisted of two forms of certificate, the left-hand one remaining 
in the book as the official port copy, the right-hand one being 
severed and delivered to the master, the sheet being polled or 
indented across the words "British Register". Each certificate 
measured about 9| inches by 14f inches.

The act of 1786 was drawn in such terms as to require, in effect, 
the registry anew of every British merchant ship then afloat. It 
is very fortunate indeed that one of the most comprehensive and 
yet most detailed views we can get of British shipping is thus fixed 
for us in one of the most important periods in our shipping history. 
The middle of the last quarter of the eighteenth century is at an 
interesting point in what we used to be taught to call the industrial 
revolution; it was after the break-away of the North American 
Colonies, between the peace of 1783 and the war of 1793. There 
after it was a long time before shipping was "normal" again. 
There was the impact of war, the threat of a slump, and the impact 
of steam. If we had wanted to, we could not have pitched upon a 
better date than 1786.

There are a number of reasons, which 1 need not detail here, 
why the 1786 records have not survived in a number of ports, and 
again, the earlier part of the central register-general was lost in 
London by fire in 1814. The 1786 register-books, extremely im 
portant for the portrait of a port, have survived in Whitehaven, 
Sunderland, Newcastle, Whitby, Swansea, and in various other 
ports. They have survived also in Liverpool, but in Liverpool the 
twelve volumes from 1786 to the new act of 1824 are a better collec 
tion and are in a better state than in any other port. The volumes 
of actual certificates of registry described above survive only very 
rarely, for example at Weymouth and Greenock, but there, not 
from 1786 itself and not in series. In Liverpool we have a set 
running from 1786 to 1823, in thirty-six volumes a unique collection.

From now on we get an altogether fuller description of the vessel. 
The register shows the name of the vessel, her port number and
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date of registry; the names of her owner or all her part-owners, 
together with their occupations and places of residence; the name 
of her master and the officers who surveyed her; when and where 
she was built, or if she is a prize, when and where she was "made 
free", with the circumstances of her capture and the particulars 
of her condemnation; a statement as to her build, whether British 
foreign or British Plantation; a description of the vessel, distin 
guishing her rig, number of masts and decks, whether or not she 
has a gallery or figure-head, and if so what; her dimensions, namely 
her extreme length aloft, her breadth (distinguishing whether above 
or below the main wales), height between decks, depth of hold, and 
her measured tonnage. We are now able to see Liverpool ships 
and shipping in a much sharper focus, their physical appearance, 
their past history, and the passage of their property. For example, 
the Three Brothers was a 96-foot pink-sterned vessel of 428 tons, 
fully rigged on 3 masts, with a beam of 32 feet 6 inches and an 
ostrich for a figurehead. She was Spanish built, but was taken as 
a prize of war in a joint action by the letters-of-marque ships, 
Lord North, Hector, Friendship, John, Byron, Albion and Britannia. 
She was legally condemned as prize at a court of vice-admiralty at 
Jamaica on the 27 January 1783, and then brought over to Liverpool. 
Here she was "made free" on the 31 July of that year. We see 
something of the pattern of Liverpool-Plantation trade when we 
learn that she was registered by three merchants, all of the same 
surname, Thomas Lake and William Charles Lake, both of Liver 
pool, and Richard Lake of Jamaica.' 211 Or again, the Linderboom 
was a 2-decked 2-masted 112-foot square-sterned galliot of 397 
tons, Dutch-built, with a 30 foot beam. She was captured and 
taken as a British prize by H.M.S. Pilote, being legally condemned 
in the high court of admiralty on the 5 September 1781, and "made 
free" at Plymouth on the 29 January 1782. She was renamed the 
Experiment and acquired by two Liverpool merchants, Arnold 
Mayer and Henry Wilckens, and registered at Liverpool in 1786. (22) 
The same two Liverpool merchants, Mayer and Wilckens, joined 
with another, Joseph Stay, to acquire the Corbett, a fully-rigged 
square-sterned 82-foot ship of 205 tons, which had been built at 
Newton in Princess Ann County in Virginia. Lord Liverpool's 
act of 1786 had a section to preclude the British registry of any 
vessel which had been built in what had by then become the United 
States of America, but only during the currency of any of "the 
prohibitory acts". The three Liverpool merchants declared in 
1786 that the ship had been built in 1775 and had already been 
duly registered "before the commencement of any Act of British 
Parliament prohibiting Trade and Intercourse with any of the 
Colonies in North America, now called the United States". Upon 
due proof, she was accordingly given the privileges of British 
registry. (23>

1211 21/1786. <«> 31/1786.
1831 33/1786. The "prohibitory act" was 26 Geo III. cap. 60, sec. xii.
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Some of the vessels on the Liverpool register were built at what 
might seem to some to be the most unlikely of places. The Pattys, 
a 60-foot square-sterned sloop of 70 tons, was built in Manches 
ter. <24) When we notice that she was owned partly by a Warrington 
merchant and a Nantwich yeoman, and partly by her master of 
Frodsham Bridge, we are not surprised to learn from other sources' 251 
that she was wholly engaged in inland navigation, but had regis 
tered so that she might be free to go to sea if required. Inciden 
tally, her crew consisted of the master, mate and two men. The 
Nancy, a square-sterned 72-foot brigantine of 140 tons, now owned 
by a merchant and a mariner both of Liverpool, was built in Stock- 
with in the county of Nottingham. 1261 From farther afield, the 
Sir Roger Curtis, an 85-foot fully-rigged ship of 181 tons, with a 
stern gallery and a bust as a figurehead, came to John Fisher a 
Liverpool merchant, as sole-owner, having been "built at a British 
Settlement in the East Indies near Madras in 1778". (271

We get some glimpse of the European trade with the Manley of 
Liverpool, owned by a syndicate consisting of Thomas Manley 
the Liverpool merchant, her own Liverpool master-mariner and a 
London merchant. The vessel, a 666-ton fully rigged ship, with a 
crew of 23, had been built in Archangel, and because it had been 
proved that she "before 1st May, 1786 did truly and without fraud 
wholly belong to the people of Great Britain", she had been per 
mitted to be registered for the European (i.e. not for the plantation) 
trade. (28) When she changed her master in 1787, the old master 
transferred his one-fourth share to the new master. When Manley 
died, his widow transferred his one-half of the ship to the then 
master, who sold one-eighth each to two merchants of Stafford 
shire.' 29 '

Not only do the registers give interesting facts of this character 
about individual vessels, but the whole source may be examined 
statistically and analysed in various ways to yield all sorts of valu 
able information. For example, it follows from a detailed examina 
tion of the registers that in the year 1787 more than half the Liver 
pool vessels were no more than five years old, and about three- 
quarters of them only about twelve years old. Although Liverpool 
had vessels afloat that had been built as long ago as 1739, 1740, 
1742 and 1746, yet only three per cent of her total had been built 
before 1760, only ten per cent in the 1760s, only twenty-seven per 
cent in the 'seventies, whilst over sixty per cent were as new as the 
'eighties. Such figures provide interesting material for promising 
comparative studies. For example, if we take a representative 
sample from a couple of west coast ports and a couple of east 
coast ports, chosen at random, except for Liverpool, and base our 
figures on the dates of building as disclosed in the number of

1241 11/1786. < 25 >P.R.O.: BT 6/191/182. 
1261 9/1786. l2 " 7/1786. 
1281 27/1787, and P.R.O.: BT6/191/182.
1291 27/1787.
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registries in the various years, we arrive at the following table of 
percentages:

Built before 1760 .. 
1760-9.. 
1770-9.. 
1780-7..

Liverpool
3 ' 

10
27 
60

100

Whitehaven

21 
28 
21 
30

100

Whitby

16
25 
23 
36

100

Sunderland

15 
20
27 
38

100

Liverpool's curve cuts right across the general pattern. This and 
certain other tentative generalisations which can be deduced from 
this material, suggest problems and lines of research well worth 
following up.

If these shipping registers are analysed for descriptions and rigs, 
we find that 42 % of Liverpool vessels, equalling 68 % of her total 
tonnage, were rigged as ships, 22% (17%) as brigantines, 13% 
(5%) as flatts, 9% (3%) as sloops, 5% (1J%) as schooners, 3% 
(2%) as galliots, 2% (H%) as snows, \\% (-|-%) as cutters, another 
H% (!%) as smacks, and 1% (1%) as barques. Here again the 
figures prompt some interesting questions.

Another way of analysing the tonnage is by place of build. 
Only one-third of Liverpool's vessels were Liverpool built; 18|% 
(by number, but only 11 % by tonnage) were built in other parts 
of Lancashire and Cheshire; 7\ (by number, or 4 % by tonnage) were 
built at other west coast ports; 4% (both by number and tonnage) 
on the south coast; 5% (7% by tonnage) on the east coast; 3% 
(1%) in Scotland; 1|% (1%) in Ireland; 5% (7%) in the Planta 
tions; 4% (8%) were foreign "made free", and 17% (23%) prize. 
To express all this in another way, the commonest Liverpool 
vessels were ships and brigantines of a tonnage of about 250 and 
125 tons respectively. About a third of her total tonnage was 
built at Liverpool at about the tonnage most suited to the port. 
Most of the smaller shipping was built in other ports and creeks 
hard by, on the rest of the west coast, and in Scotland, Ireland and 
the Isle of Man. The vessels Liverpool bought from the south 
coast were of characteristic types, while those from the east coast 
such as the full-rigged ships from Whitby and Sunderland, were 
rather larger than average. The vessels from the plantations such 
as the ships from Philadelphia were also rather larger than average. 
The foreign bottoms "made free", such as the ships from Archangel 
of over SCO tons, and from Sweden of over 300 tons, were the 
highest tonnage of all. There was a total of 80 registries of foreign 
prizes, American of about 160 tons, and French of about 250 tons, 
leading, with Spanish of about 250 tons and Dutch of about 300 
tons a bad third and fourth. We might take another port from 
each of the west, east and south coasts, and express the percentage
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of vessels according to their place of build, with a cumulating per 
centage figure for ease of comparison.

Place of Build Whitehaven

Own port . . . . 55

Own "region" 
(or county)

Own coast

  I

55

254

804

Whitby

80

114

7

914

984

Exeter

j 144

1 28

13

424

554

Liverpool

34

184

524

74

60

Other English 84 25

89 984 804 69

Scottish and Irish

Prize

44

934 994 81

114

99 100

44

174

734

Plantation 2

954

i 74

99 J 884

5

784

96

Foreign

100 100 100 100

Again, some very interesting questions suggest themselves.
I have already said that from 1786 onwards the register-books 

record the names, occupations, and places of abode of all part- 
owners of vessels. Although 1 have not extracted and analysed 
these in respect of the port of Liverpool to the extent that I have 
for certain other ports, it is sufficiently clear to me that the answers 
or part-answers of a fair number of interesting questions lie in 
this material. Where did the capital come from to build Liverpool- 
built ships? To what extent were the local shipbuilders, block- 
makers, sailmakers, anchorsmiths and so on, left with "shares in 
the ship", rather than a direct payment for work completed? What 
proportion of the capital came from what one might call "mari 
time" sources (shipowners, master-mariners, shipbuilders, etc.); 
what proportion from commerce and trade (merchants and trades 
men) and what proportion from the professions and private sources 
(solicitors, physicians, and "gentlemen")? In what proportion of 
cases did master-mariners have a share in the ship they commanded, 
and to what extent did they share in the property of other vessels ?
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To what extent does the taking up of shares in ships by those de 
scribing themselves as "landowner", "farmer", "yeoman", or even 
as "attorney-at-law" or "auctioneer", indicate at once the prosperity 
at that time of their particular calling and also its limitations as a 
field for investment? To what extent did shipping in the ports 
attract capital from the hinterland, before the industrialisation of 
the inland towns and villages served to employ it nearer home? 
What were the distinctions (if any) between those who found the 
capital for the coastwise shipping, and those who found it for the 
overseas; the Liverpool-built vessels as distinct from those built 
in other home ports and the plantation ports; the vessels bought 
out of the prize courts, and the vessels frankly "imported" from 
such places as Russia and Sweden? How does 1786 compare with 
(say) 1815? How does Liverpool compare with other ports? 
What was the real effect of American Independence on ship 
building in the home ports? A lot of work could be done on 
this sort of material, and valuable pointers found in the social as 
well as the economic and maritime field.

I have occasionally heard it lamented that although the register- 
books I have been referring to give us many details about the 
vessels registered at a port, and the property in these vessels, they 
unfortunately provide no information about the vessels actually 
trading to and from that port. Again, it happens that in the port 
of Liverpool we are in luck's way. It seems that the officials at 
Liverpool mistook the intention of certain columns in the register- 
books, and began in 1788, and continued until as late as 1818, to 
record the registry details of what appears to be all vessels reporting 
and clearing at the port of Liverpool. Whether this list is fully 
inclusive or not, we have been furnished with a fine "control sample" 
of about 10,000 ships. Liverpool is not quite unique in this respect; 
Bideford for example did much the same thing in 1787, and Chep- 
stow from 1791 to 1807. But the importance of the Liverpool 
"mistake" is that it continued at such a large port for about thirty 
years, and furnished us with details of about 10,000 ships.

In 1823 the law relating to registry was amended and consoli 
dated I30) and hence from 1824 the register-books are of an improved 
format. Of the 1824 and 1836 (31) types of register we have a run 
of forty volumes in Liverpool, which show greater details than the 
1786-1823 register-books, particularly with regard to measurement. 
I do not want to plunge here into the deep and dark waters of 
tonnage and measurement, but in 1855' 321 a new act was passed 
which resulted in a new form of register-book, "transactions" (or 
continuation) registers, and also an entirely new scheme of meas 
urement for purposes of tonnage. From 1855, tonnage com 
menced to be calculated by reference to a complicated formula, 
applied to the vessel's extreme length and a certain number of 
transverse areas (varying with the length of the vessel) measured

1301 4 Geo. IV (1824), cap. 41. l311 5-6 Will. IV (1836) cap. 56. 
(3D i7_8 vie. (1855) cap. 104.
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with Moorsom's apparatus at particular points along her length. 
It seems to have been the practice to draw the "curves" of these 
athwartship lines in a book known as the "Curve Book". I do 
not know of any "curve books" surviving in any of the registry 
ports of this country, except in Liverpool, where we have a run of 
seven volumes commencing from the year of the "new measure 
ment" (1855) and running without a break until 1871.

From the date of the new act until today, the register-books 
themselves run continuously without a break in forty-five volumes, 
together with thirteen volumes of "transactions". These, together 
with the certain ancillary volumes such as the Annual Account of 
Ships Registered, 1824-72, constitute the Liverpool registry of 
British merchant ships.



APPENDIX

PORT OF LIVERPOOL REGISTERS OF BRITISH 
MERCHANT SHIPS

The Shipping Register (currently provided for under the Merchant Shipping 
Act, 1894, 57-58 Vie. cap. 60) is now the substantive evidence of title to the 
property of any British merchant ship.

The following is a list, up to the year 1900, of the registers and their ancillary 
records of the port of Liverpool, in the custody of the Collector of H.M. Cus 
toms and Excise, in his capacity as Registrar of British Ships, at the Custom 
House, Liverpool. Access to them is provided for by section 64 of the above 
Act, but applications from authenticated researchers for facilities, for the 
purposes of disinterested research, should be addressed to the Secretqry, H.M. 
Customs and Excise, King's Beam House, London, E.C.3.

1. WOOL REGISTER
Containing the text of owners' declarations, made under the act, 12 Geo. II 

(1739) cap. 21, recording the vessel's name, home port, date and place of build 
(sometimes), whether home, foreign or plantation built, name of master, rig 
(or general type of vessel,), tonnage (often only approximate), names of owner 
or part-owners, and (if prize or otherwise of foreign build) a reference to the 
circumstances of her seizure or condemnation, and when and where "made 
free".

1739-1792 = 1 volume

2. PLANTATION REGISTERS
Contain text of owners' declarations, under the act of 7-8 W. & M. (1695), 

cap. 22, recording details as above

1743-1756  
1755-1765
1765-1773
1779-1784 = 4 volumes

3. REGISTER-BOOKS, 1786-1823
Contain the details registered under the act 26 Geo. Ill (1786), cap. 60, in 

cluding in addition to the above, owners' residence and occupation, measured 
tonnage, and a more systematic description of the vessel, e.g. length, breadth, 
and depth (in feet and inches) and number of decks and masts, with particulars 
of gallery and figurehead if any.

Septr. 1786 .. July 1788 June 1808 .. ApriMSlO 
July 1788 .. Octr. 1793 May 1810 .. May 1813 
Novr. 1793 .. Novr. 1798 May 1813 .. June 1816 
Novr. 1798 .. May 1802 June 1816 .. May 1820 
May 1802 .. March 1805 May 1820 .. Septr. 1823 
March 1805 .. June 1808 Septr. 1823 .. Deer. 1823 

	= 12 volumes.

4. REGISTER-BOOKS, 1824-35
Contain the details registered under the act 4 Geo. IV (1823) cap. 41, including 

in addition to the above, a reference to the builder's certificate, bowsprit and
120
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stem, and the division of the property of the vessel into shares, and the alloca 
tion and descent of each share (e.g. sale, inheritance, mortgage, etc.). 

Jany. 1824 .. Octr. 1824 March 1829 .. Aug. 1830 
Octr. 1824 .. June 1825 Aug. 1830 .. May 1832 
June 1825 .. Deer. 1825 June 1832 .. Octr. 1833 
Deer. 1825 .. March 1826 Octr. 1833 .. Septr. 1834 
March 1826 .. Octr. 1826 Septr. 1834 .. July 1835 
Octr. 1826 .. Novr. 1827 July 1835 .. April 1836 
Novr. 1827 .. March 1829 = 13 volumes.

5. REGISTER-BOOKS, 1836-55 
Contain the details registered under the act 5-6 Will. IV (1835) cap. 56, including

added measurements for more exact calculation of tonnage.
April 1836 .. March 1837 Septr. 1849 .. May 1850 
March 1837 .. June 1838 May 1850 .. Deer. 1850 
July, 1838 .. Septr. 1839 Deer. 1850 .. July 1851 
Septr. 1839 .. Novr. 1840 Novr. 1851 .. March 1852 
Novr. 1840 . . Novr. 1841 March 1852 . . Septr. 1852 
Novr. 1841 .. Septr. 1842 Septr. 1852 .. March 1853 
Septr. 1842 . . Jany. 1844 March 1853 . . July 1853 
Feby. 1844 .. Jany. 1845 July 1853 .. Novr. 1853 
Jany. 1845 .. Novr. 1845 Novr. 1853 .. Feby. 1854 
Novr. 1845 .. Octr. 1846 Feby. 1854 .. May 1854 
Octr. 1846 .. April 1847 May 1854 .. Septr. 1954 
April 1847 .. Feby. 1848 Septr. 1854 .. Feby. 1855 
March 1848 .. Novr. 1848 Feby. 1855 .. April 1855 
Deer. 1848 .. Aug. 1849 = 27 volumes.

6. REGISTER-BOOKS, 1855-1900
Contain the details registered under the act 17-18 Vie. (1854) cap. 104, in 

cluding additional details for steam vessels, engine-room dimensions, number 
and horse-power of engines.

183/1855 .. 255/1856 225/1871 .. 57/1874
256/1856 .. 62/1858 58/1874 .. 190/1876

63/1858 .. 90/1859 1/1877 .. 111/1879
91/1859 . f 80/1861 112/1879 .. 175/1882
81/1861 .. 286/1862 176/1882 .. 120/1885

287/1862 .. 511/1863 121/1885 .. 77/1890
. 512/1863 .. 31/1865 78/1890 .. 77/1893

32/1865 .. 205/1866 78/1893 .. 26/1898
204/1866 .. 275/1867 27/1898 .. 121/1899
276/1867 .. 188/1869 122/1899 .. 70/1901
189/1869 .. 224/1871 = 21 volumes.

7. TRANSACTIONS-REGISTERS, POST 1855
Contain the details of transactions in the descent of property, (i.e. subse 

quent to "first registry") in respect of vessels first registered, before 1 May 1855. 
TB1 .. TB13 = 13 volumes (1855- ).

8. "SUBSIDIARY" REGISTER-BOOKS, 1786-1818
Contain the details in the form of (3) above, apparently in respect of "calling 

ships", not statutorily required to be kept, and hence discontinued in 1818. 
Octr. 1788 .. Aug. 1791 Aug. 1807 .. March 1810 
Aug. 1791 .. Octr. 1796 March 1810 .. July 1812 
Octr. 1796 .. Aug. 1800 July 1812 .. Aug. 1814 
Septr. 1800 .. Septr. 1803 Aug. 1814 .. April 1817 
Jany. 1805 .. July 1807 May 1817 .. Octr. 1818 

= 10 volumes.
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9. CERTIFICATES. OF REGISTRY, 1786-1823 
Official copies of the certificates of registry, granted under the act 26 Geo. Ill

March 1804 
Feby. 1805 
April 1806 
April 1807 
July 1808 
March 1809 
Deer. 1809 
Octr. 1810 
Feby. 1811 
Jany. 1812 
June 1813 
July 1814 
July 1815 
Octr. 1816 
March 1818 
July 1819 
May 1821 
April 1823 
Deer. 1823

10. "CURVE BOOKS", 1855-1871
Showing the "Curves" of all newly registered vessels, being drawings of 

their cross-sections taken athwartships at stipulated points in the vessels' lengths, 
see 17-18 Vie. cap. 104, sec. 21.

Septr. 1855 .. Deer. 1856 Septr. 1863 .. Feby. 1865 
Deer. 1856 .. March 1859 March 1865 .. Septr. 1868 
March 1859 .. Deer. 1861 April 1869 .. Octr. 1871 
Deer. 1861 .. Septr. 1863

= 7 volumes.

11. ANNUAL ACCOUNT OF SHIPS' REGISTERS: 1824-72
Showing the annual state of the Liverpool register, number and tonnage of 

vessels newly registered or transferred to the port, and the number and tonnage 
lost (by wreck, stranding etc.), broken up, or transferred. 

1824 .. 1872 = 1 volume.

(1786) cap. 60 (see 3 above) sec. 3.
Aug. 1786 .
Octr. 1786 .
Deer. 1786 .
March 1787 .
June 1787 .
Novr. 1787 .
Octr. 1788 .
Jany. 1790 .
July 1791
Novr. -1792 .
Octr. 1794 .
Septr. 1795 .
July 1797
April 1798 .
March 1799 .
July 1799
Aug. 1800 .
July 1801
June 1802

. Octr. 1786

. Deer. 1786

. March 1787

. June 1787

. Novr. 1787

. Octr. 1788

. Jany. 1790

. July 1791

. Novr. 1792

. Octr. 1794

. Septr. 1795

. July 1797

. March 1798
. March 1799
. July 1799
. Aug. 1800
. July 1801
. June 1802
. March 1803

= 38

March 1803
March 1804
Feby. 1805
April 1806
April 1807
July 1808
March 1809
Deer. 1809
Octr. 1810
Feby. 1811
Jany. 1812
June 1913
July 1814
July 1815
Novr. 1816
March 1818
July 1819
June 1821
April 1823

volumes.

12. INDEX BOOKS. 5 volumes.


