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Broad Character: Industry 

Character Type: Shipping Industry 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes 

There are only two main active shipyards on England’s Irish Sea coast: Cammell Laird in 
Birkenhead and BAE Systems in Barrow in Furness. Laird’s Shipyard was established as a 
boiler works in 1828, later became the first to build iron ships on the Mersey, and later 
merged with a Sheffield company to become Cammell Laird 
(http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/). In Barrow, the shipyards on Barrow dock 
have long been associated with the construction of military vessels, including submarines, 
both as Vickers Armstrong and now BAE systems (http://www.barrow-in-
furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html). 

Commercial shipping is focused on Liverpool in England’s Irish Sea, and it remains Britain’s 
largest west coast port. It is now largely a container port and has major trading links with the 
United States and Canada, as well as many other world-wide destinations. There are also 
major links to Belfast and Dublin with several passenger and freight traffic services a day 
(http://www.merseydocks.co.uk/).  

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

Historically, ship- and boat-building was carried out on a small scale at many existing ports 
and harbours such as Lancaster in the early post medieval period (Ashmore 1982, 24). The 
yards tended to be very small, as at Maryport, for example where a patent slip ran into the 
River Ellen (Davies-Shiel and Marshall 1969, 199). There was significant ship building at 
Whitehaven from the 18th century onwards, with shipyards established outside the north wall 
of the harbour. The yards produced wooden ships for most of their history, although in the 
1880s there was an attempt to build iron-ships (Davies-Shiel and Marshall 1969, 199). 

A major shipbuilding industry developed on the shores of the River Mersey in the post 
medieval period, particularly serving the Atlantic trade. With the introduction and expansion 
of the enclosed dock systems in Liverpool, ship builders were obliged to move further 
downstream and on to south bank of the Mersey, on the Wirral. William Laird’s Shipyard in 
Birkenhead, starting as a boiler works in 1828 and established around 1850 to build iron 
ships, was one of the most successful of these businesses. Laird’s was soon followed by other 
companies building iron ships, although many had gone out of business by the end of the 19th 
century (http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/). The great northern Irish company 
of Harland and Wolff also set up a shipyard in Liverpool, at Bootle where they concentrated 
on engineering and ship repair (Ashmore 1982, 154). Despite a period of decline, Cammell 
Laird’s shipyard in Birkenhead is now successful again, with MOD contracts and 
commercial sector work. The yard specialises in repairs and refitting as well as ship building, 
and most recently it has been involved in delivering aircraft carrier deck sections for the 
Navy (http://www.navalshipbuilding.co.uk/navalship_nwship.asp). 

The main focus of commercial shipping was Liverpool from its rise as a global trading centre 
from the late 17th century onwards. As well as trading vessels, Liverpool also became a key 
port for ocean-going liners. In the 1900s, transoceanic travel, transatlantic and transpacific, 
was particularly popular, with steam powered ocean liners replacing sailing ships. Liverpool 
was the main centre for immigration and emigration in the 19th century. Between 1830 and 
1930, over nine million emigrants sailed from Liverpool for the United States, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. The port also received immigrants from North 
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Western Europe, especially Irish but also Scandinavians, Russians and Poles. Liverpool’s 
role as an emigration centre began to decline from the late 19th (Merseyside Maritime 
Museum nd.). Liverpool was the home of many shipping companies, including the Cunard 
Line, Blue Funnel Line and the Bibby Line 

(http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/). 

As the town of Barrow developed in the 19th century, it was ideally placed to develop a 
shipbuilding industry, taking advantage of its ready supply of iron and a large stretch of 
sheltered waterside (Davies-Shiel and Marshall 1969, 199). The first ship to be built, the 
Jane Roper, launched in 1852 and the first steamship, a 3,000 ton liner named Duke of 
Devonshire, in 1873, and in 1871 the Barrow Shipbuilding Company was incorporated 
(http://www.barrow-in-furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html). The Barrow Shipbuilding 
Company was taken over by Vickers in 1897, by which time it had become the largest 
employer and landowner in Barrow. Associated with the shipyards is the early 20th century 
settlement of Vickerstown, built on Walney Island to house its employees. By the 1890s the 
shipyard was building warships for the Royal Navy and for export, and the Navy’s first 
submarine was built there in 1901. From the 1960s work concentrated on submarine 
manufacture, including the UK’s first nuclear-powered submarine, HMS Dreadnought 
(http://www.barrow-in-furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html). The yards are now 
owned by BAE Systems. 

Values And Perceptions 

The large shipyards of Barrow and Birkenhead played an important role in the history and 
development of those towns, being their main or major employers. Although the scale of 
industrial production is much reduced from their heyday, they are still seen as symbolic of 

The modern landing stage at Pier Head, Liverpool. Now used for the ferries, it was built 
on the same site as the previous landing stages where the transatlantic liners docked 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/�
http://www.barrow-in-furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html�
http://www.barrow-in-furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html�


Irish Sea Regional Perspective/Industry/Shipping Industry 
Compiled by Newcastle University, School of Historical Studies, February 2011 

 3 

the region’s maritime industry. Indeed, in Barrow, the shipyards are the town’s main 
employer, and the shipbuilding sheds tower over the town, forming one of the key 
landmarks. 

Research, Amenity And Education 

Both Barrow and Liverpool have maritime museums, which contains important collections 
related to their respective ship building industries. The Dock Museum in Barrow 
(http://www.dockmuseum.org.uk) has collections of artefacts and prints related to the ship 
building industry, including the Vickers photographic collection. The Merseyside Maritime 
Museum in Liverpool, too, has collections including an extensive archive and library on ship 
building (http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/). 

Condition And Forces For Change 

The remaining ship building industry along England’s Irish Sea coastline is subject to global 
economic pressures, particularly in competition from the Far East. Essentially the modern 
ship building industry on this coast is largely reliant on construction for the offshore energy 
industry and for the military. 

Rarity And Vulnerability 

This Character Type has links with Britain’s past as an imperial, military and trading power. 
Ships built in Liverpool, for example, are associated with that port as a gateway to the world 
and as a centre of mass emigration in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Barrow, too, built 
ships which were engaged in global trade, but it also produced important military vessels, 
including the Navy’s first nuclear submarine. The ship building industry in these two areas 
can be considered, therefore, to be of national significance and are rare survivals in Britain. 

The vulnerability of this Character Type is exemplified by the smaller areas of ship building 
which have subsequently been redeveloped as they have become uneconomic. Yards such as 
Barrow are dependent on political policies as well as economic drivers. 

Published Sources 

Ashmore O. 1982. The Industrial Archaeology of North-West England. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press 

Davies-Shiel M. and Marshall J. 1969. The Industrial Archaeology of the Lake Counties. 
Newton Abbot: David and Charles 

Merseyside Maritime Museum nd. Emigration to Australia, New Zealand and South Africa 
Information Sheet No. 12, http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk 

Websites 
http://www.barrow-in-furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html. Retrieved February 2011 

http://www.dockmuseum.org.uk. Retrieved February 2011 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/. Retrieved February 2011 

http://www.navalshipbuilding.co.uk/navalship_nwship.asp. Retrieved March 2011 

http://www.merseydocks.co.uk/. Retrieved February 2011 

http://www.dockmuseum.org.uk/�
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/�
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/�
http://www.barrow-in-furness.info/The_History_of_Barrow.html�
http://www.dockmuseum.org.uk/�
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime/�
http://www.navalshipbuilding.co.uk/navalship_nwship.asp�
http://www.merseydocks.co.uk/�

