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The abdication of Napoleon in 1814 was cause for national celebration, but for the Thames shipbuilders it was yet another problem as the end of war meant the end of warship building in private yards. It coincided with a severe downturn in their other main source of business, the building, maintenance and repair of East India Company (EIC) ships. These had long been a good source of business for the Thames shipbuilders, but the EIC’s monopoly in trade with India was now at an end.
 The shipbuilders could do nothing about the war, but they could and did lobby Parliament about the effects of the loss of East India built shipping and a Select Committee met in 1814 to examine the petitions.
 The economic picture painted by the Thames shipbuilders was one of a dramatic recession. Where in 1803 to 1804 there had been 2500 ships being built on the Thames now in 1814 there were just 250. In 1813 there had been 4000 men employed in the yards, one year later just 200. The building slips and repair docks were empty and people were starving. 
 Only six of the twenty yards listed in the Select Committee’s report were to survive to 1825.  

Many of the witnesses testified to the superiority of the Thames yards and gave a range of external factors for their predicament. The success of the navy had resulted in the capture of many prize ships and these were now on the market and owners were buying these in preference to buying new. The forthcoming release of the transport ships from naval service would add to the problem.
 Additionally the EIC had been reducing its requirements for new ships, making each vessel sail many more voyages before replacing.
 There was also the competition from the shipbuilders in Bombay. But were these factors the only reasons why the Thames builders were suffering? The picture is a little more complex than they were willing to suggest and included many of the ingredients that were found by Pollard in his examination of the industry in the 1860’s, when the collapse following a financial crisis brought unemployment to 40,000 in 1869.
 Pollard’s view, later supplemented by Arnold, was that the Thames yards had a high cost base, were over dependent on government contracts and there were many unsound firms set up to benefit from government contracts leading to an oversupply.
 

Using correspondence between shipbuilders and the Navy Board and parliamentary papers, especially the 1814 enquiry, this paper examines the apparent supremacy of the Thames yards and considers their efficiency in managing their operations at this time. To what extent were the shipbuilders responsible for their predicament?

Building for the Navy

The navy ships were large contracts; individual ships could be up to 2000 tons, although the majority of ships such as frigates and gun vessels were below 500 tons. East India ships were also large contracts 800 to 1400 tons and the Thames yards had considerable experience in these larger vessels.
 The new build figures of 60,071 tons built for the Navy Board and 38,996 tons for the merchants in three major yards (Table 1), suggests a workload that was heavier from the navy during this time. However Dudman's yard, estimated the ‘service was the same’ as the merchant ships came back for repair but not the King’s ships.
 The navy repaired its own ships whenever it could, but the East India and other merchant ships were repaired in the yards in which they were built. So the new building of one merchant ship meant a longer relationship with additional work, both repair and maintenance, over time than building for the navy. The importance of repair is also reflected in the high numbers of caulkers who were regularly employed in the Thames yards.

Table 1. Tonnage Built in Three Major Yards 

	
	
	King’s
	Merchant ships incl. EIC

	
	
	No
	Tonnage
	No
	Tonnage

	Dudman
	1803-12
	25
	10926
	13
	7231

	Barnard
	1804-13
	23
	19529
	33
	19189

	Wells/Wigram
	1803-13
	24
	29616
	13
	12576

	Total
	
	72
	60071
	59
	38996


Source: BPP 1813-14 VIII: Minutes of the Evidence on Petitions relating to East India Built Shipping, pp. 443-57.

Building under contract for the navy could be lucrative, but could alternatively bring financial ruin when prices were pared too close, material costs went up on fixed contracts or the size of the job was underestimated. Yet there was no shortage of merchant builders keen to build warships. Several of the yards were run by men who had previously served their time in the King’s yards and had an inside knowledge of what was required. Indeed due to the movement of shipwrights between merchant and King’s yards there were few yards that would not have had some access to information if they were based anywhere near a royal dockyard.

Shipbuilders constantly lobbied for contracts and to ensure that the Navy Board knew of their existence. The process normally began with a formal advertisement with an invitation to tender.
 The Thames yards were at an advantage over yards elsewhere in the country in being physically close the Navy Board offices. They could visit in person more easily and did not have to rely on agents acting on their behalf. Relatively fast as the post was, there were nevertheless inevitable delays in news or requests for decisions for those yards based at a distance from London. The outports were additionally disadvantaged by the sheer numbers of the London yards and the information flow that came inevitably from the interchange between shipwrights working in the yards.   

Winning Business
The competition for the navy contracts was fierce. From October 1809 to September 1813 140 tenders were received and just 21 percent were successful. The Thames shipbuilders believed they were superior to yards elsewhere in the country; a view supported by Fearnell, at that time a surveyor of shipping.
 However matching the list of tenders received with tenders accepted shows that the Thames yards won fewer contracts as superiority and reputation counted less than price (Table 2). All the 30 tenders accepted in this period were the lowest priced. The Thames builders were simply not bidding at the right price and the only bids won on the Thames in the later period were all won by Wigram (previously Perry Wells). Two of the winning tenders by Wigram were in January 1813 with no apparent competition for that particular call. 

 Table 2: Successful Tenders to the Navy Board 1809-1813

	Region/County
	Tenders accepted

	Cheshire
	1

	Devon
	5

	Dorset
	3

	Hants/IOW
	8

	Kent
	3

	Norfolk
	1

	Suffolk
	1

	Medway
	5

	Thames
	3


Source: BPP 1813-14 VIII: Minutes of the Evidence, pp. 650-57.
Operational Management 

The contract stages required careful management of supplies and payments. Work on the ship had to be managed around other matters, such as a non-government customer requiring urgent repairs. All shipyards had the challenge of managing constant work flow, but the sheer number of yards on the Thames added to the competition for contracts, men and materials. Competition from non London yards was also a problem with some London based firms preferring to buy more cheaply from the north of England.
 Additionally, new Thames yards such as Beatson, Mews and Blackett were established to gain from the flow of government orders as well as existing yards expanding their provision by acquiring new yards (Table 3). The table shows the change in the numbers of men employed over ten years as contracts came and went. Tables 4 and 5 show the range of work won and managed by two of the largest yards, Barnard and Wigram. 

Table 3: Average of Shipwrights and other men employed in the Thames yards

	
	1803
	1804
	1805
	1806
	1807
	1808
	1809
	1810
	1811
	1812
	1813

	Wigram & Green
	325
	498
	604
	598
	505
	496
	462
	554
	614
	392
	758

	 Barnard & Sons
	225
	317
	343
	168
	290
	278
	274
	285
	306
	350
	172

	Brent & Sons
	248
	401
	418
	364
	289
	403
	528
	452
	483
	452
	134

	Pitcher
	126
	173
	247
	153
	211
	150
	171
	130
	248
	178
	157

	Pitcher at Blackwell
	
	
	
	
	122
	169
	150
	193
	121
	141
	117

	Dudman & Sons
	160
	290
	309
	193
	229
	313
	238
	340
	316
	174
	21

	Mestaer
	145
	64
	157
	67
	67
	127
	134
	116
	126
	103
	91

	Thompson
	41
	21
	48
	39
	33
	40
	39
	61
	52
	29
	33

	Joshua Young
	87
	104
	97
	106
	40
	119
	119
	100
	90
	114
	99

	Hills
	66
	101
	140
	98
	92
	126
	179
	221
	174
	114
	211

	Curling
	170
	154
	196
	132
	224
	218
	309
	304
	339
	232
	370

	Dowson
	67
	91
	63
	60
	70
	117
	103
	121
	71
	68
	120

	Tebbut, Hitchcock
	35
	60
	55
	59
	51
	95
	64
	94
	47
	74
	83

	Ayles 
	123
	122
	122
	123
	102
	133
	104
	136
	122
	108
	101

	Longbottom 
	55
	48
	38
	59
	36
	38
	51
	69
	35
	40
	26

	Beatson 
	
	
	
	
	48
	58
	52
	59
	86
	87
	87

	Mews 
	
	
	
	33
	23
	34
	27
	35
	43
	29
	32

	Blackett
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	85
	

	Fletchers
	113
	108
	100
	122
	88
	108
	102
	108
	109
	85
	101


Source: BPP 1813-14 VIII: Minutes of the Evidence, p. 399.  

Table 4. Contracts won by Mrs. Frances Barnard, Son and Robert’s (number of ships).

	Year
	King's ships

Built
	Private ships

built
	Ships

repaired

	
	
	
	

	1803
	1
	3
	72

	1804
	2
	5
	81

	1805
	1
	2
	87

	1806
	1
	1
	66

	1807
	3
	1
	75

	1808
	4
	1
	79

	1809
	3
	0
	93

	1810
	2
	1
	77

	1811
	2
	2
	90

	1812
	2
	1
	69

	1813
	1
	0
	65

	Total
	22
	17
	854


Source: BPP 1813-14 VIII: Minutes of the Evidence, p. 449.

Table 5. Contracts won by Perry Wells/Wigram (number of ships).

	
	Govt.
	Merchant 
	Govt. 
	Merchant

	Years
	Built
	Built
	Repair
	Repair

	
	
	
	
	

	1804
	
	
	8
	79

	1805
	
	
	3
	48

	1806
	1
	1
	
	38

	1807
	2
	
	
	46

	1808
	2
	2
	
	44

	1809
	2
	3
	
	77

	1810
	1
	3
	
	79

	1811
	1
	1
	
	68

	1812
	1
	1
	
	45

	1813
	
	
	
	51

	Total
	10
	11
	12
	575


Source: BPP 1813-14 VIII: Minutes of the Evidence, p. 443.

Together with managing work flow was the task of managing cash flow and this was a significant challenge in war time when supplies of men and materials could be uncertain. In 1805, one 1000 ton East India ship earned its builders £31,000.
 A 64 gun ship built for the navy, earned Randall and Company £17250 in 1795.
 However each East India ship that came back to the yard for repair and maintenance was worth a considerable sum to the shipbuilder over its lifetime. The repair work on the 500-ton Tigris between 1803 and 1814 came to £11,572 while that on the Sir William Poultney over seven years was £5695.

Management Efficiency 

Repair work could keep a yard going when new building was not available. What was also important was to ensure that the yard was not dependent on just one customer. However what can be seen in Table 2 is that the Thames shipbuilders were generally able to employ a very steady stream of workmen across the 12 year period from 1800 despite the fluctuations in navy orders. 

The navy contracts expected the vessel to be ready on the date agreed and fines (mulcts) were specified for late delivery. Fines amounting to a total of £20,332 were imposed on shipbuilding contracts between 1801 and 1814. The Thames yards were highly efficient, they had been used to handling larger vessels for many years, and just three Thames based builders were fined, Ayles £600, Dudman £150 and Pitcher £500. 

The evidence of the navy shipbuilding contracts from 1800 shows that the Thames yards were efficient in their management of workflow and in the delivery of orders. But their high costs (due in part to high labour costs) meant that they were less successful than the shipbuilders in other parts of the country in winning contracts. In London in 1802, there were strikes by workmen holding out for more wages.
 John Hillman, a surveyor, spoke of the higher costs on the Thames from both materials and an increase of wages. He referred to combinations of sawyers and caulkers striking for more pay because of the increasing costs of their provisions.
 Another witness spoke of the lower shipwrights wages in the North.
 There was demarcation between the shipwrights and caulkers in the Thames yards while elsewhere in the country there was more flexibility of labour with shipwrights doing the work of caulkers.
 With the loss of the navy orders and the slow down in EIC building, the Thames yards were in a very vulnerable position. Only the most effective and efficient management would enable yards to survive the crisis. In lieu of surviving data on profitability, the workforce employment figures will have to suffice. The chart below (Fig.1.) shows a comparison of the number of men employed by the yards over the period. The significant dip in 1806 was the delayed response to a lack of navy orders after the Peace of Amiens in 1802. Those yards that managed that earlier crisis by speedily finding other work to fill their yard would be in the best position to survive. The chart shows that, over the whole period, Wigram and Barnard managed the dip in contracts most successfully. Wigram, did survive the 1814 crisis and was the only Thames yard to win contracts between 1809 and 1813. Barnard survived until 1819 and in their case other factors may have been at work in finally closing their yards.
    

Fig. 1: Thames yards and work flow
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Source: as Table 3. 

The new yards established to capitalise on the navy orders had disappeared by 1820. In such extremely tough trading conditions only those yards with effective management could survive. Much as the witnesses from the Thames yards who presented their evidence before the Select Committee tried to explain the wide range of factors operating against them there was one significant aspect that they omitted to mention. They were uncompetitive in their pricing strategy and this would be a problem that would continue to haunt them as they moved into iron and steam. 

Pollard and Arnold’s view of the eventual demise of shipbuilding on the Thames echoes many of the findings in this paper. The Thames yards by 1850 had expanded again and up to 60 percent of the Admiralty orders for outside work went to the Thames. 1865 was the high point when 28.7 percent of the United Kingdom’s tonnage was launched from the Thames, but by 1867 it had fallen to 2.3 percent and never recovered. Among the weaknesses identified were high wages linked to rigid wage contracts.
 Pollard points out the strength of the unions from 1825, yet even in 1802 the caulkers were able to strike for the whole of the summer and Dudman had complained of a workman’s strike in 1810. Additionally Pollard points to labour demarcation, again an aspect that featured earlier in the century. Because of their success in mid century Pollard summarised the attitude of the Thames shipbuilders as ‘contemptuous of change when new conditions called for a new structure and a high degree of flexibility’.
 This reflects back to the attitude of the witnesses before the Select Committee in 1814 who testified to the superiority of the Thames yards. Few of the original builders of wooden shipbuilding went on to become significant iron shipbuilders, Wigram being a notable exception.
 Oversupply was another factor as new shipyards appeared on the scene, just as in the earlier period, to take advantage of the orders.
 It seems the lessons of the Thames shipbuilders in the aftermath of the Napoleonic wars were not learnt by their successors.   

This early period of wooden shipbuilding has been over looked by historians keen to examine the exciting newer technological and business changes. Broad and incorrect assumptions about the nature and structure of the earlier businesses have been made to highlight the decline of the later industry and more research is required to balance the picture across the century. The early Thames yards had a strong sense of their superiority, but it counted for little in a price war. The owners of the yards managed the flow of orders effectively and delivered their ships on time. But no amount of good management of contracts compensated for a strategy that depended too much on government or EIC orders and an inability to win new business.
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