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WEST ]IfDIT DOCKS FORSE
-======== ===== === ========

Introd.uction
Alongsid.e the fo::srer Eagineerst lard at West Ind.ia Docks is a long-d.isused. forge.
This short Report ls based on a brief site recording visit in July 1!Bl plus sone
subsequent historieal researsh.
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faterlor looking
south.

The d.oor at the
far end led. into
the adjacent
Brgi.neersr shop.

(c) corxnrcm etras rgg2
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General }esqription of Site & l,ocatj.on

?o the west ol the tr'fest Ind.ia }ock of 1S0l-5 and. outsiti.e the o::iginal bond.ed dock area,
there were a number cf offrces tcgerher wiLi: ya:i.ous norkshops used. for repai-ring and
maintaitling d.oek equipnent. These build:ng's were built and. maintarneri by the lock
Conpany a::dr together wlth other dock facllities, th.ey passed to the Port of Lonclon
Auzirority (flf) on its formation in 1909. A forge/smitiry was situared ia the Engineersl
lard. just south of the stores/workshops known as the "QuaCrang1e,' and. adjoining the
present Dock Estate bou:roary wal1 along lrest Fe:ry Road- (see figs . I & Z).

the Buildins & Its iiistcr^y

lnain workshcps and qfi;ces
-Ihe'6uaCrangle' N

the building_was approxiarately r 
1

rectangular (about 75trl,Qtx25t t.r
to the top of the roof) a.nd. onginGll
was bu:ilt of London stock line bf
brick to a design which
echoed that of the ad.jacent
trQuad,rar6le't bloek which had.
been designed. by Joh:r Rennj.e
in 182{. and built in 1825. A
plan of t8{1 held. by the Ptr.$,

shows the ttQuad.ra^ngletr as
cooperage and. storehouses.
Its southern wing, to which
access ras from the Engineerst
Yard2 contained carpenterst
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shops. The yard. also coatained.
the build.ing which is the
subject of this Reportrto the
south, and. marked as [smithytr.
(Ottrer references refer to it
as a forge.) Reference to
extracts fron the West Ind.ia
Dock Compa.nlrr s ninutes indieates
that this building also dates
troa, L82J/62
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r$ith respect to the works
in hantL at the docks, the
Couqittee are glad to report
that the Buildings at the
Cooperage Iard are likely to

NOT TO SALE

be finished" at an early
period.. The snithery is an Plan showj-nq forse site at time of surve:r
exception and for which the
Comnittee recomnend. that .}1r. Rennie to fu:nish the plan and estinate tirat j-t nay be
ccinnenced. ianed.iately. ,' (,i )

a.nd.
riin respect of the estabii-shnent for the new Snithery, the Consittee recomnend. that
Ecden senior be appointed Forema^n wlth g2/- pex week pay, that Rob:-nse.rr, the scale
rnaker, be al-lowed 16/- per week arrd Roi.en junior, as snrith, ai-sa J6/- per vreek, and.
that the Secretary be d.esired. to fra.ure instructions as to the duties appertaining
to each. As no other person will be required. at the Snlther;r, the Conrnittee ca-ru:ot
reconmend the enployn"nt oi Benjanine Roberts and h:s son, as sollcited. by r-.ri1.', (ii)

The build.ing. rvas constructed some way insi.d.e the original }ock Estate western boi:-nd.ary
wa}.l (fig. 2) brrt as a xesul-t of roao. widenlng sirortiy befo:'e 1E94(iii) and relocation
of the boutd.ary easiward.s, it r,'as necessary to reconstruct the southern part of rhe
building to incorporate the na}1 as a part of it, result:-ng in thercutting-offr of the

fiaure /-

tvorkshops
adCed I

( i) nxtracb from the Corrt ]dj-nutes oi 2] August 182)
(:.:-) E-1r^ct lron Corraj-ttee of Supe:inrsnCence Mj.nutes of 15 l,{areh i825
(i:il;n<;aa ari,ieneci. und.er L.C.C. Parlra,nenrary powers of IBgl
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fhe buildlng, which
early Plans shos as
stand.ing alone, has
been hernned. in by
reali.gnment of the
Iocks Estate bound.ary
walI to the west
(opposite)1 additioa
of the Engineerst
shops to the south
and. by a corrugated-
iron open shed. to
the east (letor).
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south-west corner (photo p.] top), Various ad.d.itional build.ings also affected the
structure: a brick-built Brgineerst sbop was constructed, incorporating the south waIl
(c. 18!0) (feft of photo p.] botton) which was modified. to provide a doorway betneen
the two bu:i1d.iag's. At the sa,me time two wind.ows within this wall were bricked.-up. In
ad"d.ition, various steel-fra.aed corruga.ted-iron shed.s were j.n sj.tu to the east and appear
to have served. as a store and. delivery bay (rigbt of phota p.1 bottorn). It rras evident
that the angle between the forge and bound.ary wall had. been roofed over and fitted. with
racks shere tools could be stored. (photo p.] top). Plans shou that some tj.ee before
1889 a rooden build.ing was attached. at right angles to thenorth end of the "suithery'twhich, with part of the 'tsmithery" build.ing became tbe sawmills (presuaably associated
rith the nearby carpenterst shops) and a Goad. fasura,nce Plaa of LB91 shors that a
fi:rther ad.dition to the wood.en buildirg housed. a coal and. iron store; there sas also
a fixther separate wood.en eonstruetJ.on lying to the south-east of the forge build.ir:g
wkich contained a chain a^nneallng furnace. (Sy fgeO this had. become a chaia testing
shop) This arrangement of build.ings arouad the forge rema,ined. eonstant for soae yeelrs -
plans of 1920 a.nd 1918 show no change. Eorever, the forge build"ing itself, when
surveyed, differed. froa the ori.ginal whieh Bas sJrnnetrical about the E - Ii[ ]lne. Pla:es
show that the saroill/stores add.itions a.ad. the buildingrs northern sectio:r had been
denolished. bf 1955 and a ner north brick ra11 built whicb incorporated a large sliding
d.oor. A conjectr:red sketch elevation has been prepared. to gi-ve an impressioa of the
original east (front) face of the build.iag,as built (fig.r).
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Sketch elevation of east (front) face of forge bui-lding

The archeC windows and the segnenteri stone arch d.oorrvay (n on fig.4) refiected. the
o.esigr <;f these features j.n the "Qu.ad.rang1ert build.ings. Ietail of one of the d.oorrvays
is shovrn in photo p.] top. Ail door and. windowfre.ules',vere of sood except those in the
nelYer north wa}1.

The forge roof rsas on a wood.en queen post truss fra,Bework of a shape similar to that on
the 'rQuadranrgle't build.ings though the asbestos sheet roofing naterial yras obvious)-y a
repl-acement for the ori.ginal (presumably slate). It haC seven large wood.en-fra.uaeC
::ocii lignts, irregularly spaceC, to i11i:minate the workin,g axea. Several sj-ile r:-nac,rs
had. been bricked-up due to the changed. buitd.ing construction/ad.ditions and thus it was
esseniiai tc i:ave another hght source. illectric light fitrings vrere also in e.rid.ence.
Along';he riiige ol the rcof were sj-x snaii L:uvrerl -renti,l.atcl.s.

,Inie4io:1 Fqat::.re..l & Squiment

The on-l.y subst,antiai j"tems of equipaen! lefi insj.Ce the buiLd.ing were the sir he:rrthu
|,1I l-ir Fi - ! I Al1 were of brick constiu.ctj-cn with an j-ron banC. tc reslrain expansiua\u Ll|s.at / 6
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A Srick arched windows (2 northern
ones bricked-up)

B Stoae arched. doorwaY
C Site'of other windows (trictea-up)
D Slid.iag d"oor across end. entrance

for large nachiaery and. equipnent
E Segaented. stone arch d'oonvaY
F Wall-nounted. era.ne
g Pivot for second crane
E1-SEeartbs
I Areas with wood.en flooring lai-d
J Concrete bed for heavy equipment

or machiaery
K lYork bencb
L lrocker
Ul-2Electricity supply and fuse

polnts
ti Fipe set into floor (air

supply?)
B Ra,mp d.own from grould. leve}

outsj-d.e build.lng
S Site of shafting to ad.jaeent

Engineersr shop
? Water tap
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a,Ed. cowls uade of sheet steel which appeared. to be rhome-mader. There sere no slgEs of
nanually-operated. bellows but evid.ence suggested. that there had. been a system which
d.istributed conopressed air to all the hearths; electri-eal swltehgear at $1 ras presunably
associated with an electric motor arid..compressox of which there was no trace. An iron
pipe of appro:inately 5'r d.ia.ioeter sloped. upward.s fron the floor at this point (1{) ana
coul-d have been_the nain d.uct for the air supply to the hearths, At the side of one of
the hearths (E 5) ,r. j.ron pipe emerged from lhe floor shaped. like a aozz1e and. this
could. have beea ihe air supply liae to this particular hearth. Levers which stiil existed
alongside some of the bearihs (e.g. g 2) noaf have controlled sueh a supply.

Mor:nted. on ttre wa}l above and behind one heertn (U 5; Bas a tank, pres-anably for waterl
with two pipes, or.e to its top and. one to the botton, both }ead.ing behind the heartb; j.t
was poss5-b1y part of a cooling system. Eowever, the only water supply which could- be
traced was the tap oa a stand.pipe outside one of the doors (f) - there was no supply to
the hearths. I set of switchgear at H 2 could have been associated. wlth a second. electric
notor which probably drove an overhead line shaft which led through the south wal1 of the
forge iato the ad.jacent Eng:ineersr shop at S. The bearing for this was stll1 i.n place,
together with a lirge oit stai.o on the wa1l (top left eorner of far sall in photo P.1).
If machiaery in that shop was driven from a motor in the forgel it seems a littl-e strange
that it should bave been located in such a d"usty 8,r€8o
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Plan cf Forge shorving Equipnent
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The floor ras of hard.enecl. earth, though in a fes places wood.en floorboards and netal
sheets were fouaa (:). A large piece of equipment ha.d been eet lnto the floor by bolts
in a eoncrete base at J but there was no way of telling shat this sould have been. the
only other items of note were a sa11-rnor.:nted hand-operated. crane at F arid aor:ntings for
another at Gr and. various collections of nails driven iato the walI to provide tool
racks, using the wood.en fra.nes of the brieked-up wind.ows.

The \York of the Eorqe

The forge nas used. by the }ock Conpar,y,s perso:rnel and., 1ater, by PLA craftsmen up to
1t21 when a contrac'r, for alJ- ship and er.gi"aeering repairs was nad.e between PLA a.::d.

Harland. and lYolff and at that tirae the forge and. srimound.ing area was leased to them.
Their LonCon operations cl-osed. in 197I although possibly operations at lYesl ladia Doek
may have ceased a iittle earlier as part of rationalisation measu3es; work would then
have been carrierl out at their site in the Royal- Docks.

,/,\
The fcrge/sni-thy was used. in ccrrnectj.on with chain and equipuent repairs" A notebcok[rl
found there listing work carried. out in the period. Apri-l 1950 to October 1!62 gives an
indicatj-on of the type of jobs carried. out. Tasks carried cut j.n a week in &Iarcn 1!52
includ.ed. several concerned. rith the central g?anary (slnce <iemol:-shed) - perhaps fcr
speclal repairs being uno.ertaken at this parti.cular time, wirereas others would seen to
have -oeen regular tasks such as forging a sparulex, oa ).ock gate stanchlons, repairing
of che;ia_geax. 0tner vrork noted. in tire reeord inclucies scme on raiiway equi-pmen; arto.

wagons (for the Dockts internal ra1} systen).

Concl-usi.on

The forge buiLd.ing saw nearly a centr:ry and a half of continuous work until rational--
i-sation d.ue to the declinlng use of the d.ocks eradicated its need.. llow gutted, the
buikling was for Elariy yeaxs su.rrorlndeC by aetivity. There are many questions stlll-
ur.arlsrrered, especi-aliy in respect of nuncers of people eapioyed and. working a*a:'rgel0e[ts
with the adjacent Engi.neersr shop and, lnd.eed, whether the whcle of the i'iest inriia a::d
liillwall Docks complex was covered frcn this site. Shoulo any member be able tc offer
further in-fonnation 1t would be welcomed for i:rclusion in a futlrre Newsletter - contact
Peter iiing, Flat lC The Dell , )2 Huefield Road, Uxbridge, Ilddx II38 }}H if you can he1p.

?his Eeport has been prepared by: Jin Bau, Peter King, lavid thonas & Youia Tates.

l{ovenber i9B}
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i'Ie are gratefui for the heip given through the researches of lJr. Sid }iiller of the Port
of lond.on Authority, and for assistance fron ;he staff at Iower ilaniets Ceatra]
Reference l,ibrary and the l,{ap Roon of the Brltish Lluser:n.

i','e shculii ai-so liile to thank the Port of LonCon Authoriry for giving permlssion fcr
the srrrey visit in j:1y L98L,
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(i)fH:." noiebook pius ed.d.:tionai photographs w:"i1 be Ceposited. at Toirer Eamlets Centrai
Eeference Li.brary, Eanc::oft Roadr E I.


