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DOCK COMPANY HOUSING
SHARPNESS

GLOUCESTERSHIRE

ANTHONY J ISHERWOOD ©

This article studies industrial housing in the dock community
of Sharpness in Gloucestershire, where the dock company imple-
mented its own housing scheme. Constructed by the Sharpness
New Docks and Birmingham Navigation Company, the scheme
consists of five separate terraced rows that were built spec-
ifically to house the dock workers and formed part of a company
village.

The River Severn in the 18th century was one of the country's
most important waterways, but it had many natural defects,
especially in the stretch between Gloucester and Berkely Pill
( about a mile south of Sharpness ) which could only be navig-
ated by larger craft on exceptionally high tides due to sand-
banks and shallows. Therefore the idea was put forward for a
canal to bypass this section and to link up with the Stroud-
water Canal which met the Severn at Frampton, and which would
eventually form part of a complete route to London via the
Thames and Severn Cansl., Plans for the canal were put before
Parliament in 1793 (1), surveyed by Richard Mylne, the "Chief
and Principal Engineer" to the Gloucester and Berkeley Canal
Company. They were approved by Act of Parliament and Mylne
commenced comnstruction on the canal. Unfortunately financial
difficulties arose and little work was carried out between the
years of 1800 and 1817.

However in 1817 the Poor Employment Act was passed, enabling
the Government to lend money, for projects which would help the
unemployed by providing work. Upon the terminal at Sharpness
Point being approved by Act of Parliamant a substantial part

of the money needed to complete the canal and dock was lent

to the company by the Government. Through the large Government
loan the canal and docks were finally completed and opened on
25 April 1827 at a cost of £432,000 (1) having taken 33 years
to build.

The New Dock

As trade began to steadily increase on the canal it became
apparent that the dock and basin at Sharpness Point (Fig 1)
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could not cope with any further increase. This was due primar i~
ly to the function that the old dock performed; that of a moor-
ing area while ships waited for the tide on the Severn. Some
ships also had their loads lightened before passing on to
Gloucester or had thelr cargoes transferred into barges, if they
were too large to navigate the canal. Therefore in 1869 W.B.
Clegram the company's engineer was requested to survey for an
enlargement of the dock area. The overcrowding in the old dock
was emphasised in his report and included the following :-

So great was the crowding of vessels in the tidal basin

at Sharpness, that this alone represents an amount of
inconvenience, loss and annoyance to the ship-owners,
shipmester, merchant and all parties concerned, that,

none would willingly a second time submit to, if it could
be avoided; and it can scarcely be concerned that traffic
could do otherwise than recede under such circumstances. (2)

The findings of W.B.Clegram's report suggested a new entrance,
tidal basin and dock below Sharpness (Fig 2) at an estimated
cost of £150,000, These plans were accepted by the Company who
applied to Parliament in the session of 1870 for approval to
construct the works and obtain the necessary capital. The
original estimated cost was increased by £50,000 to £200,000

of whic? £75,000 was to be raised by shares and the remainer by
loan (1).

The construction of the new dock began in the spring of 1871.
Brick and lime kilns, and mortar making mills were set up nearby,
with the clay dug out from the workings being used for the
ordinary bricks in walls and other comnstructions. Staffordshire
blue bricks for the more critical positions were also used. Stone
that was also required was transported in vessels along the canal
to the construction site. Holes for the foundation of the piers
needed to be blasted out of the solid rock., As this was a new
construction site, all the workers employed were billeted in
timber huts with the exception of a few who lived within the
surrounding area.

Sharpness New Dock was opened on 1€ November 1874, this date
being chosen because the highest spring tide occurred at this
time. The tinal cost of the new dock was £400,000, twice the
fizure estimated at the dock's approval stage.

This new dock provided an entrance three quarters of a mile lower
down the Severn with a lock 320' X 57', a tidal basin 540' X 300 °
and a floating dock 2000'X 320'. This enabled ships up to 5000
tons to berth at Sharpness. The water area and facilities were
available for intense dock activity to begin. It was soon to be
a centre for loading, discharging and lightening of vessels and
rapidly began to rival Gloucester in this respect.

There was little need to retain the old entrance lock after the
openinz of the new dock, although it remained in use until 1910,
The o0ld dock which is still in existance, although the lock gates
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are out of use, is now occupied by privately owned pleasure
boats.,

In the same year as the completion of the new dock, the Gloucest-
er and Berkeley Canal Company acqQuired the Worcester and Birm-
ingahm Canal, and changed its name to the Sharpness New Docks
and Gloucester and Birmingham Navigation Company. with the
opening of the new dock the need became apparent for a rail
connection, preferably to a coal field to serve the ships that
berthed there. 'The obvious move was a bridge across the River
Severn to link with the abundance of coal in South wWales and the
Forest of Dean. This was found to be feasible and an Act was
passed authorising the Severn and Wye and Severn Bridge Railway
Company (3) to build this bridge, which was to cross the river
north of the new dock and link with the Severn and wWye Railway.
Opened on 17 October 1897 this bridge served as a very important
link to the docks until November 1959 when it was closed after
sufferinz damage when two tankers on the Severn collided with
it., Because it was so badly demaged it was not re-opened and
finally pulled down in 1967.

Another rail link was provided for the dock with the opening

of the Midland Railway which connected Sharpness with the line
from Birmingham to Bristol. At the dock the line was described
as the Great VYestern and Midland Joint Severn and Wye Railway
with Sharpness Station providing the connecting link between the
dirferent lines. (3)

As the industrial activities increased so too 4id the population
of sharpness; from 562 in 1871 to 131% in 1881 (4). Hence the
housiniz demand similarly increased, this being supplied by the
erection of firstly the dock company housing and secondly
speculative housing. These two different types or housing were
separated by the Midland Railway mentioned above, which effecti-
vely divided Sharpness into two separate communities; 1) New
Town (originally named Oldminster) and 2) Dock Town. The latter
has been described in the following way:-

Sharpness proper, across the railway-lines and a couple of
intervening fields, is a rather likeable jumble of docks,
fields and streets. Ranks of red-brick houses huadle
around the granaries and derricks, almost in the shadow of
masts and funnels of steamers from Russia, Germany and
elsewhere.(5)

'he dock company housinz was built solely for company employees
and the speculative housing for the persons connected with
trades that were developing around the dock. This meant an
increase in housing built, from 108 in 1871 to 232 in 1881 (4)
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Settlement of Sharpness 1800 = 1874

Sharpness Point, when it was the southern terminal of the
Gloucester and Berkeley Canal, was a very small settlement and
grew little prior to the opening of the new dock in 1874. The
settlement consisted almost totally of lock gate keepers cott-
ages whose occupants were employed on the dock. These cottages
which still remain are located to the south of Sharpness Point
and were constructed during the 1850's. The actual date they
were built is difficult to establish because no maps prior to
1880 are in existence for this area ( at a scale where individ-
ual dwellings are indicated). However they are evident on the
Census of 1861 (6) and there is photographic evidence of their
existence before the new dock was built. Numbered 1 - 9
inclusive in the present day Dock Road they comprise of (No 1)
a detached two storey cottage that was originally the head
lock keepers dwelling (7) and was then occupied by the harbour
master after the new dock was completed. The following six
dwellings (Nos 2 - 7 inclusive ) are three pairs of semi-
detached two storey dwellings that housed the lock keepers.

A survey was carried out on number 5. Numbers 8 and 9 Dock Road
were originally the final pair of semi-detached dwellings for
the lock gate keepers, but were converted into a bank/pilotage
agent (number 9) and dock office (number8) after the opening of
the new dock in 1874, The first floor of the two properties
was combined to form the bank managers flat. At an unkown date
during the 20thc number & was re-converted into a two storey
dwellingz with the bank managers flat beinz altered accordingly.
The external walls of all these dwellings are constructed in
brickwork with a facing brick finish. The roof construction of
225 x 75 purlins supporting the 100 x 50 rafters are finished
with natural slates.(8)

The apparent reason for the distance between these cottages and
the old dock was that of land ownership. The Earl of Berkeley
originally owned all the land on Sharpness Point and the land
where the cottages are located was the extent of his estate.
The only dwelling on his land however was a cottage known as
Sharpness Cottage. Other dwellings that were constructed prior
to 1874 were the dock managers house located on the entrance
quay to the old dock and the horse stables adjacent to the

lock gates (Fig 3).This was how the settlement of Sharpness
Point remained until the new dock emerged - and with it the
Company Village, the nucleus of present day Sharpness.

The Company Village c 1874 - 1910

Jnlike the Port of Gloucester where the docks were on the
frinze of the city and it was possible to draw on an already
existing labour force, Sharpness was in contrast a new site.
workers had to be brought from outside and accommodated.
Accordingly the Lharpness New Docks and Gloucester and Birming-
ham Navigation Company decided in 1674 to plan and construct a
company village (9). This fell into the following four
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separate groups :-

1) Oftices and shops on both sides of the ship lock
(s0o ©7002% )
2) Two terraces, namely Linmore Road (previously named Gas

dorks Road) and rridge Road, near the low-level bridge
at the north end of the Floating Dock (so 674028)

3) ‘Mwo terraces namely Severn Road and Great Western Road
and a school near the South Pier (so 668020 )

4) On the west side, looking down onto the Graving dock a
terrace namely Dock Road adjolning the existing cottames
( so0 669025 )

Sharpness Point GAS WORKS ROAD TERRACE
FlG L (now Dinmore Road)
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TERRACE|

P

-~
g ,///

JCBREAT WESTERN ROW

G NEWTOWN

> SEVERN ROW



58

Datinz evidence :-

The earliest houses that were built as part of the company
village were Severn Road ( originally Severn Row) comprising
ten dwellings, Great Western Road (originally Row), nine
dwellings and Dock Road (originally Row) of twelve dwellings.
All are evident on the first edition of the 25" to 1 mile

0.S. map of 1880 sheet number XIV II 8 Glos. (West division).
Of the three terraces, it has been established that Severn

Road was the first constructed. This was determined by dis-
cussion with local inhabitants and appears to be well founded
for the followins reasons. Firstly, the design of this terrace
ditffers both spacially and in detail from all the other company
housing which could sugiest that these houses were the initial
attraction to better paid workers who were being brought from
outside to be accomodated., Secondly, through a physical survey
of one of these dwellings it was found to be built directly off
the bedrock with a semi-basement provided up to ground level.
'his is also different from the other two terraces which are on
made up ground, presumably that excavated from the dock work-
ings (10). It is also significant that the dwellings in Great
western Road and Dock Road are virtually identical in appearance
and floor area ( see later).

By this date ( 1880) several warehouses each with its own steam
power to operate the lift machinery for loading and unloading
vessels had been erected to the east of the dock basin. Similarly
small offices and shops appeared around the dock basin (1l1).

The second edition of the 25" to 1 mile 0.S. map of 1902
indicates the remaininz company housing ( see Fig. 4 ). These
were Bridge Road comprising fifteen dwellings, Gas Works Road
(now Dinmore Road.after demolition of the Gas Works) seventeen
dwellings and a further two located at the north end of Dock
Road, namely a post otfiice and shop, both with flat over. An
additional dwelling was built in 1901 (8) at the extreme south
west end of Dock Road, to house the dock superintendant. This
two story brick built house is now falling into a state of
disrepair atter being left unoccupied for the last ten years.
Phe last two dock superintendants have found the house too large
and apparently also preferred to live away from the dock.
Evidence is also shown on the map of the school, erected, with
residence for the master in 1885 (12) at the sole cost of the
dock company. Built to cater for 150 children it was entirely
supported by the dock company and sited adjacent to Great
Wwestern Road. It is probable that as the school was built in
that year the remaining company housing mentioned above was also
built by 18&5. The completion of the company village was also
evident on the secondedition of the 0.S. map of 1902 and includ-
ed the shops snd offices on the east side of the dock basin.
Although these buildings are not to be studied in detail, it is
ot interest to note that they were of timber framed comstruction
and have only recently been earmarked for demolition (apparently
by the end of 1976).
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Thn«e only other houging linked with Dock Town at this time was
& terruce ol houses originally owned by the Severn and Wye
Roilway Company und sited to the north of the new dock. At the
sume time as this expunsion in Lock Town, across the railway
lines ol the .iidlsnd Rsilway the community of Sharpness New
Town wuys similarly expandins due to the increased activity of
the dock.

Dock Company Housing

A1l five terraceu already mentioned were built for the specific
purpose ol nousinj workers for the Sharpness New Docks and
Gloucester and Birmingham Navigation Company.

.08t i1 not all of these dwellings were modernised between 1963
and 1970 after the docks came under the ownership of the British
Jjaterways Board. The improvements incorporated single storey
kitchen and bathroom extensions. However through obtaining

some original druwings (13), conversing with the occupants and
surveying the areas of the vroperties that are still in original
condition, a reconstruction of the various house types has been
established

Levern oad (Fiig 5)

Comprising a sin-le terrace row of ten dwellings, sinsle fronted
und two storeys hish, they are located nesrest ol all the comp-
any housing to the Severn wKstuary and look across the river in

2 soulth westerly direction. Unlike any other of the company
housing this terrsce incorporates a basement, which originally
extended from the front to back of the two ground floor living
rooms. However this has now been back filled to a distance
midway alony the depth of the dwelling. ( This was done in
connection with other remedial works to overcome damp problems
(14). Apparently at the end of the 19thc some of these basements
were used as workshops by the occupants (15). Brick built with
& 360mm thick front wall and 280mm thick rear wall the natural
fecinz brickwork appearance has been lost in lieu of an apvlied
tinish. Vith alternate houses being handed, this is reflected
in the elevational treatment of the terrace through two front
doors being locatea side by side, then two windows etc., until
one reaches the end dwellings. In this way the length of the
terrace tends to be visually reduced by virtue of there being
five groups of two entrances ruther than ten isolated ones, and
the number ol chimneys uare reduced. The elevational treatment
at rirst floor level includes a blank or dummy window positioned
centrully sbove the two doors. As this occurs directly across
the party wall it cun be assumed that this was included purely
on visaal ground: addin; to the overall symetry of the terrace.,
Other details that are slien to all other dock company housing
are the timber columned mullions to the front ground floor win-
dows and the semi-circilar arches above the front door openings.
These auditional qualities tozether with their location support
the & ;'estion that this terrace acted as an initial attraction
to the workers. All the lintels and cills to windows are stone
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in common with other company housinz. The roof finish of the
whole terrace retains most of the original natural slates.

'nhe dwellings were heated by four open fireplaces, located in
two ground floor rooms and two bedrooms. Sanitation was prov-
ided to the extent of an external water closet. Before a water
supply was installed, a water storage tank and pumps were loc-
ated beneath the wash house/store at the rear of the dwellings.
All rainwater was stored here and then pumped to a sink in the
kitchen above as and when required. Two wells with hand pumps
were also evident, one located at the end of the rear garden of
number 8 and a sécond at the southern end of the passageway
between Severn Road and Great Western Road. Although the pumps
are now removed, the wells are still in existence.

Number 8 Severn Road was surveyed, see Fig.5. Access to the
basement is through a 1050 x 540 softwood trapdoor located in

a cupboard beneath the stairs. A verticel ladder completes the
access route., Within the basement all walls with the exception
of the party wall that incorporates the chimney stack were

taken down to the bedrock via arches then linking every two
dwellings together at basement level (Fig. 5). Originally this
meant that the basements were open at the front but because they
were exposed to the south westerly winds and damp problems arose
it was found to be necessary to back fill with rubble to close
this exposed area. A landing on the first floor provides circul-
ation to the two main bedrooms both of which have open fireplaces.
Access to the third bedroom is from the last tread ( a winder)

of the staircase and there is then one step down into the bedroom.
All internal partitions with the exception of the brickwork wall
supporting the floor and ceiling joists, are timber studded lath
and plaster. Finally the windows are all softwood sash type and
have stone lintels and cills

Great Western Road (Figs. 6 & 7 )

This terrace backs on the Severn Road and comprises a single row
of nine two storey single fronted dwellings. As with all other
dock company housing they are brick built but have had their
natural facing brickwork finish replaced by an applied painted
finish. Again the elevational treatment reflects the plan form,
with the symetry of the row provided by the window and door
positions. At first floor level only one window is provided per
dwelling, lighting the main bedroom. Stone lintels are provided
above both door and window openings. Cills to all windows are
also stone. The first floor comstruction is identical to Severn
Road, as are heating and sanitation.

Number 5 was surveyed. The headroom of both floors were lower
than Severn Road being 2690mm on the ground floor and 2550mm

on the first floor. The layout differed from Severn Road in
that the hall provided direct access through the kitchen, along-
side the staircase. This is reflected in the elevational treat-
ment by the space between one front door and the next. Access
from the hall is provided in to the twe¢ ground floor living
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rooms, both of which have open fireplaces . Within the washroom
to the rear of the kitchen a boiler was located the flue of
which can be seen on the outside of the rear wall. On all
properties with the exception of number 3 these stacks have been
cut back to eaves level and sealed up, after removal of the
boilers. The chimney stacks located centrally in the main two
bedrooms are curved on one side towards the ceiling and form an
arch in the roof space where the two flues converge at the ridge
of the roof.

Dock Road ( Figs 6 & 7 )

This terrace of twelve two storey single fronted dwellings is
sited next to the original lock gate keepers cottages and is
brick built with a slate finished roof. Dwellings numbered 10
to 21 inclusive were found to be virtually identical to those of
Great WJestern Road. The differences occurred on the elevational
treatment where brick arches with carefully cut key stones are
provided over both door and window openings. Another difference
only relates to numbers 10 and 11 which have bay windows to the
front ground floor rooms.

Gas works Road ( now Dinmore Road) ( Fig 8 )

Two terraced rows of eleven and six dwellings, the seventeen
houses are all single fronted two storey and brick built with
slate finished rooves. Sited at the north end of the dock basin
these were part of the 'second phase' of company housing built
after 1880 and all these dwellings in this phase still retain
their original external appearance. The row of eleven dwellings
on the west side are 'stopped' at the end by the gable end wall
of number 12 Bridge Road. To complement this the row of six
houses opposite have this visual 'stop' provided by the gable
end wall of number 17 Dinmore Road. With the exception of number
17 all the dwellings in vinmore Road incorporate brick 'arched’
lintels over all structural openings on the ground floor and
stone lintels on the first floor.

Number 5 was surveyed. The houses are considerably smaller than
the earlier dwellings, made possible by the lack of any hallway.
The front door opens directly into the front room and the stair-
case access to first floor is positioned in the front left hand
corner of the living room adjacent to the front door. The two
main ground floor rooms are separated by a 112.5mm brickwork
partition wall which incorporated the chimney stack centrally
alonz its length serving both rooms via open fireplaces. A door
at the extreme left provides circulation between rooms and the
kitchen access is directly off the rear living room.

Bridge Road (Fiz 8)

The terraced housing in Bridge Road is substantially made up of
two rows ( numbers 1 - 7 inclusive and & - 11 inclusive). Of
these terraces the former has the visual 'stop' as in Dinmore
Road terrace, but in this case at both ends. Again this has
been done by 'turning' the last dwelling so that the gable end
faces the road. The other terrace (numbers 8-11) has one gable
end facing the road (that of dwelling number 8), but the other
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