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Summary

Liverpool’s historic waterfront forms an internationally significant area, which holds importance for the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century development of world trade, commerce, and the mass movement of 
people, as evidenced by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 
inscribing World Heritage Status on a c 3.5 km stretch of the historic dock system in 2004. Between 2006 and 
2008, Oxford Archaeology North and the National Museums Liverpool Field Archaeology Unit conducted 
extensive programmes of archaeological investigation, both within and adjacent to the World Heritage Site, 
funded by Countryside Neptune, the National Museums Liverpool, BAM Nuttall Ltd, Balfour Beatty Civil 
Engineering Ltd, Pierse UK, and British Waterways. 

This investigation comprised detailed historical research, excavation, and building survey, which examined 
parts of the historic dock system that had been progressively created during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries to the north of Liverpool’s first dock (the Old Dock). These focused on two adjacent areas at 
Mann Island (centred on SJ 3403 9008 and SJ 3394 9004). These areas lay directly north of Canning Dock 
and the Canning Graving Docks and were examined as a prelude to the construction of a large commercial 
development (Countryside Neptune site) and also the new Museum of Liverpool. The work provided an 
unique insight into the establishment of the Dry Dock (later Canning Dock), which opened in 1739, and 
associated eighteenth-century land reclamation which resulted in the creation of Nova Scotia and Mann 
Island, an area that historically was known as ‘Sailor-town’. This scheme of excavation also uncovered 
significant evidence relating to George’s Dock Passage, constructed in 1775, several eighteenth-century 
warehouses and slipways, and also late eighteenth-century land reclamation associated with the formation 
of both Manchester Basin and Chester Basin, which formed two adjacent tidal basins used by a distinctive 
type of sailing barge, known as a Mersey flat. In addition, the excavations allowed the subsequent sequence 
of early nineteenth-century land reclamation to be discerned, which led to the extension of Mann Island and 
the conversion of Manchester Basin initially into a half-tide dock, and later into a fully impounded wet dock, 
with a double-gated river entrance. Manchester Dock was infilled between 1928 and 1936, apparently leaving 
the dock intact, since the excavations uncovered the walls of the nineteenth-century dock and river lock, as 
well as the in situ inner lock gates and their opening/closing mechanisms. The excavations across this area, 
and to the east of George’s Dock Passage, also produced evidence for the form and workings of the adjacent 
quaysides during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This evidence comprised remains relating 
to warehouses, cranes, bridges, and hydraulic-power systems, as well as other features associated with the 
policing and maintenance of the docks, and the operation of the George’s Dock Pumping and Ventilation 
Station, which served the Mersey Railway Company’s tunnel. 

In addition to the Mann Island development sites, the programme of archaeological investigation also extended 
to a detailed examination of the footprint of the extension to the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, which extended 
for 2.5 km between Stanley Dock and Canning Dock (SJ 3382 9211 to SJ 3408 9003). This involved historical 
research and excavation across the Mann Island section of the canal extension, which complemented that 
work completed at the Countryside Neptune and Museum of Liverpool sites, and also within its Pier Head 
(centred on SJ 338 904) and Central Docks sections (centred on SJ 334 914). The Pier Head section produced 
evidence for late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century land reclamation and the construction of river 
walls associated with the progressive extension of the western and northern quays of George’s Dock; remains 
of George’s Dock Dry Basin, which opened in 1771; elements of a late eighteenth-century pier associated 
with George’s Dock; and early nineteenth-century remains associated with the remodelling and extension 
of Chester Basin. Moreover, the scheme produced evidence for twentieth-century activity directly adjacent 
to the ‘Three Graces’, which forms the centrepiece of the World Heritage Site. Similarly, the Central Docks 
section of the canal extension allowed an examination of the waterfront’s nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
remains, such as those associated with Prince’s Dock, which opened in 1821, and a quay between Victoria 
and Trafalgar Docks. 

Aside from the structural remains, a large collection of artefacts was also recovered during the archaeological 
investigations across Mann Island and along the Leeds and Liverpool Canal extension. This material 
principally comprises pottery and fragments of clay tobacco pipe and these, along with the other elements 
of material culture recovered during the Oxford Archaeology North excavations, are summarised, in order 
to build an impression of Liverpool’s growing industry and its trading contacts throughout the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.
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This volume also summarises the archaeological investigations undertaken by Oxford Archaeology North 
and the National Museums Liverpool Field Archaeology Unit in other parts of the historic waterfront, prior 
to 2009. It therefore contains summary details of the excavations completed at Duke’s Dock (centred on 
SJ 3335 3891), Rochdale Basin (centred on SJ 3413 8938), Queen’s Dock entrance lock (centred on SJ 3446 8916), 
Canning Dock (centred on SJ 3423 8996), and at Pier Head (centred on SJ 3379 9022). More significantly, 
there is a summary of the archaeological work undertaken at the Old Dock (centred on SJ 3437 8997), which 
represents the world’s first commercial wet dock, opened in 1715. 
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At length to Leverpoole we came...
And any man alive who’d guess, 

By the Town’s sudden rise, no less:
From a small Fishery of late,

Became the darling child of Fate;
So wealthy grown, so full of Hurry,
That she Eclipses Bristol’s Glory.

From a poem A Trip to Leverpoole (Anon 1706, 3)

Extract from the Buck brothers’ 1728 view 
of Liverpool from the River Mersey

In memory of Mike Stammers

(1943-2013)
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Figure 1: Liverpool’s historic waterfront and the position of extant and buried docks (© Crown copyright 2014 
Ordnance Survey 100005569)


