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Non-Technical Summary 

 
This report describes the results of a watching brief conducted during construction 
work at the former King’s Dock site on Liverpool’s waterfront.  The site was formerly 
occupied by the King’s and Queen’s Docks, constructed in the late 18th century as 
Liverpool’s trade expanded. Both docks were heavily modified in the early 20th 
century and filled in during the late 20th century and extensive remains of the earlier 
structures were not expected to survive. 
 
The watching brief found the remains of a setting for a swing bridge across the 18th 
century entrance lock to Queen’s Dock, the partial remains of the quayside to 
Nantwich Basin and a deposit of early 19th century pottery of a type manufactured for 
export to the Americas. 
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An Archaeological Watching Brief on Land at 

The Former King’s Dock, Liverpool 
 

1. Introduction 
 
This report describes the results of an archaeological watching brief conducted at the 
former King’s Dock, Liverpool, Merseyside. The project was conducted in advance of 
the construction of a mixed development broadly comprising an indoor arena, 
conference and exhibition facilities, car parking, commercial and residential units and 
associated infrastructure .  The study area covers the area highlighted on Figure 1.  
 
Previous work on the archaeology of the site was confined to a desk-study (ENTEC 
2004). In summary this found that the site was first developed as a dock following the 
passing of the Docks Act of 1785 which authorised the construction of King’s and 
Queen’s Docks with two graving docks and a basin. Prior to the construction of the 
dock, which were completed in 1789 and 1795 respectively the site lay beyond the 
shoreline, within the River Mersey.  King’s Dock was widened and deepened and 
Queen’s Dock doubled in size between 1810 and 1816. Both docks were largely 
obsolete by the late 19th century resulting in major reconstruction of both under the 
Mersey Docks (New Works) Act of 1898. This was a major scheme of rebuilding, 
effectively destroying the 18th century layout of both docks.  King’s Dock was largely 
filled in the 1980s.  
 
As a consequence of the remodelling of the dock in the late 19th/early 20th century the 
watching brief was to be targeted at those areas of the earlier dock not destroyed by 
the later works. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
The watching brief methodology is described in detail in the project design (Appendix 
A), the following summarises the key elements.   
 
Recording of the swing bridge in Trench 1 was conducted using a Total Station EDM to 
produce a plan of the structure.  This was supplemented with a written and 
photographic record. Sections of the structure had already been removed prior to 
NMLFAU’s involvement in the project and some elements of the structure have had to 
be reconstructed from conversations with the site engineers. Excavation was halted at 
this point to allow recording of the structure. 
 
Access to the Civic Facilities site was not granted until groundworks had been under 
way for some time and recording was confined to a photographic record of the visible 
elements of the site and sampling of deposits for artefact retrieval.  Examination of the 
limited available sections suggests that in some places c. 1-2 m of stratified 
archaeological deposits had been removed. 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 Trench 1 (Former Entrance Lock)  
 
The trench was located at the South-Eastern corner of the site (Figure 2) and was 
excavated in advance of piling operations for the construction of an electricity sub-
station.  During machine clearance of the site a short section of sandstone dock wall 
(Context 1) was located. Part of an east-west aligned ramp (Context 3), sloping 
downwards from west to east, surfaced in sandstone blocks and described as 
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resembling a ‘slipway’  by the construction team had already been removed and was 
only visible in section.  Its approximate location is shown on Figures 4 and 5.  Analysis 
of the plans provided with ENTEC (2004) showed that these features were the northern 
end of the housing for a swing bridge across the entrance lock to Queen’s Dock from 
Queen’s Half-Tide Basin (Figure 3). 
 
The wall (Context 1) was c. 15 m in length and formed an arc aligned broadly south-
east to north-west before changing direction to run east-west (Figure 4). Collapse of 
the north-facing section later showed that there was a return to the east at the southern 
end of the wall. The walls of this section of the lock were principally constructed in 
coursed red sandstone with some elements in a pale grey granite (Plate 1, Figure 4).  
Most of the original quayside surface had been removed and the walls dismantled to a 
depth of c. 0.5-1 m, presumably during the removal of items of dock furniture following 
the abandonment of the lock.  The only surviving section of quayside was in the north-
eastern corner of the trench where a small (c. 2 m2) area surfaced in sandstone flags 
was present (Figure 4, Context 5, Plate 1).  The arc of the wall was disrupted at its mid-
point by a substantial concrete block measuring 2.17 x 2.17 m in plan and 2 m deep 
(Context 2) which presumably related to the reconstruction works following the Act of 
1898, which resulted in the burial of this lock beneath the remodelled dock. Although it 
has not been possible to prove its function, it is likely to relate to a crane shown at 
broadly this location on the 1908 OS 25 inch map.  A circular cut into the quayside, 
0.75 m in diameter and originally c. 0.50 m deep from the quayside (Context 4, Plate 1) 
was situated at the north eastern corner of the wall.  Analogy with swing bridges 
elsewhere (for example between Canning Half-Tide Dock and Albert Dock) suggests 
that this housed the swing bridge turning mechanism (Plate 2). 
 
Excavation of the fill to the lock resumed following this phase of recording, though due 
to the unstable nature of the fill, recording was confined to photographic and hand 
written notes, it not being possible to gain direct access for recording.   
 
The base of the swing bridge housing was encountered at a depth of c. 1.8 m below 
the top of the wall Context 1 (Plate 3).  Although it was not possible to make a direct 
examination, this appeared to have been surfaced with a cement render and was 
constructed of substantial sandstone blocks, some up to 3m across and secured with 
wrought iron clamps, laid 2-3 courses deep over bedrock which was encountered at a 
depth of c. 4 m below present ground level (Figure 5). Set within this part of the 
structure were two culverts (Context 6 and 7, Figure 4, Plate 4).  These were aligned 
broadly east-west and north-south respectively, joining at the south-east to form a ‘V’ 
shaped arrangement, their courses meeting at the feed to the lock. The capstones to 
both were large sandstone and granite blocks up to 3 m long and 1 m wide. At the 
southern end both culverts were cut into bed rock to a depth of c. 1.5 m. The function 
of these features is not clear but probably related to the filling and draining of the lock. 
A third culvert (Context 8, Figure 4, Plate 5) entered the lock at a higher level from the 
east and contained a wrought iron shaft connected to cast-iron gears set within a stone 
lined chamber (Plate 6). The function of this mechanism is unclear though it may relate 
to sluices controlling the flow of water in culvert context 7. 
 
3.2 The Civic Facilities Site 
 
The remainder of this Watching Brief was scheduled to cover sections of the former 
King’s Dock.  Unfortunately NMLFAU was not granted access to the site until most of 
this work had been completed and little remained in situ. Groundworks on Areas A, B, 
C, D, F, G and H (Figure 6) had been completed at the time of the first visit and most 
had been backfilled.  The only sections examined were situated at the northern end of 
the site  (Areas E and F) and had already being extensively disturbed, making 
interpretation extremely difficult. 
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The only significant structural element surviving was a section of east-west aligned 
quayside wall (Context 9) c. 40 m long and constructed with substantial sandstone 
blocks c. 1-2 m long, 1 m wide and 1m deep (Figure 7, Plates 7 and 8). These were 
dressed on the northern face and heavily worn on the upper surface and appear to be 
dock coping stones, though insufficient was exposed to identify other structural detail.  
The location and orientation of this wall coincides with the south wall of Northwich 
Basin as depicted on historic mapping of the area. This feature was left in situ. 
 
To the north of context 9 an area of extensive excavation (Area E, Figure 6) to a depth 
of c. 2-3 m deep was open at the time of the site visit.  This had been stripped of the 
overlying deposits and compacted prior to construction making observation of deposits 
extremely difficult or impossible.  
 
At the southern end of Area E was a deposit consisting almost entirely of crushed early 
19th century ceramics (Section 4) extending across an area of c. 5 x 5 m (Figure 7, 
Plate 9).  However, despite cleaning of this area it was not possible to discover its 
relationship with the surrounding deposits which had been extensively disturbed and 
compacted by tracked excavators.  Consideration must be given to the possibility that 
this deposit had been recently redeposited from elsewhere on the site. However, this 
location corresponds broadly with a row of structures, possibly warehouses shown on 
the 1908 OS map and it is likely that this material related in some way to these 
buildings. 
 
The only other features visible were two vaulted brick structures (Plate 10). These do 
not appear to relate to above ground features depicted on early 19th century mapping 
of the area and were either cellars or structures related to hydraulic power systems 
used throughout the docks to operate plant such as cranes. 
 
4. Finds 
 
No finds were recovered from the entrance lock (Section 3.1) and the only significant 
material recovered was from context 10. This was a collection of c. 1374 sherds (total 
weight 7.345 kg) of earthenware painted in high-temperature underglaze colours and 
dated about 1800-1820 and associated with blue-printed earthenware pieces of the 
same date. A single sherd, probably creamware, of basket from the same context could 
be the same date range or a bit earlier (R. Emmerson pers. comm.). 
 
High-temperature underglaze-painted pieces are seldom found in British museums or 
on British occupation sites, but are common on American ones: it seems that this class 
of ware (referred to simple as 'painted' in potters' invoices) was mainly made for export.  
 
5. Conclusions 
 
The swing bridge is that depicted on the lock between Queen’s Dock and the Half-Tide 
Basin on mapping from the late 18th to late 19th century.  Whilst much had been 
destroyed prior to the present works, sufficient survived to show that it was very similar 
in form to that which survives on the entrance lock to Albert Dock from Canning Half-
Tide Basin (Plate 11). Details such as the positioning of the operating mechanism and 
ramps suggest that Jesse Hartley, the designer of Albert Dock, used some elements of 
the design of earlier docks in his works.  
 
The watching brief on other elements of the site was restricted due to problems of 
access and the results largely inconclusive.  The collection of ceramics from context 10 
represents a valuable addition to the corpus of early 19th century ceramics from 
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Liverpool and the wall to Nantwich Basin remains preserved in situ. It is likely that 
significant deposits have been destroyed with no record having been made. 
 
6. Bibliography  
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Figure 6. Groundworks schedule from client. 
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8. Plates
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Plate 1. Trench 1. Photomontage of main structural elements on the east side of the trench. View looking North-East. 
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Plate 2. Swing Bridge operating mechanism in situ, Albert Dock entrance lock. 
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Plate 3. Trench 1. Base of swing bridge housing and full elevation of wall context 1.  
View looking east. 
 

 
 
Plate 4. Trench 1. View of partially collapsed culvert (context 6). View looking North-
East. 
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Plate 5. Trench 1. Opening for culvert Context 8 exposed at base of wall Context 1. 
View looking east. 
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Plate 6.  Trench 1.  Context 7 & 8. View looking south. 
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Plate 7.  Upper surface of Nantwich Basin.  View looking west. 
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Plate 8. Detail of coping stones to Nantwich Basin.  View looking South. 
 

 
 
Plate 9. Detail of context 10 under excavation. 
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Plate 10.  Brick cellars at western side Area E.  View looking west 
 

 
 
Plate 11. East side of swing bridge over the lock between Canning Half-Tide Dock 
and Albert Dock.  Although constructed c. 50 years later it shares many features with 
the swing bridge discussed in this report. 
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Appendix A. King’s Dock Watching Brief (Archaeology) Method Statement 
 

This document is a method statement for an archaeological watching brief on the 
King’s Dock development.  It has been produced for the client (Entec) by M. Adams 
acting on behalf of National Museums Liverpool Field Archaeology Unit (NMLFAU) 
who have been subcontracted to undertake the watching brief. 
 
The development is situated on Liverpool’s waterfront, south of the Albert Dock 
complex. The area was formerly occupied by the King’s Dock, constructed in the 
1780s, remodelled in 1901 and filled in 1983 after its closure in 1972. A desk-based 
assessment conducted as part of an environmental impact assessment of the 
development (Entec 2004) found that sections of the earlier dock may survive within 
the proposed development. 
 
All archaeological works will be conducted according to the Institute of Field 
Archaeologists’ ‘Standards and Guidance for an Archaeological Watching Brief’ 
(1994). 
 
The aim of this project is to provide for the preservation by record of any remains of 
the King’s Dock (principally expected to be dock walls) encountered during 
groundworks for the development.  Where possible preservation in situ of the dock 
walls is the preferred option. 
 
In addition to the dock walls features such as sluices, slice gates and their operating 
mechanisms, lock gates and operating mechanisms, dock furniture such as winches, 
bollards and hoists may be present.  There is also very slight potential for the 
presence of wrecks or portions of wrecks, though given the circumstances of the 
dock’s closure this is a very low probability. 
 
The watching brief will consist of the monitoring of excavation by machine of dock fill 
deposits, principally in areas against the known locations of dock walls and will 
principally be undertaken by NMLFAU Site Assistants (Sarah Pevely and/or or Carol 
Davies) acting under the Supervision of Mark Adams (Project Officer). No volunteer 
labour will be used on this project. 
 
Because of the nature of the project, which mainly involves the removal of dock infill 
dating from the 1980s, an archaeological presence will not be required during all 
groundworks.  The location of buried features such as dock walls can be accurately 
determined from historic mapping and the client is to give due notice of the 
requirement for archaeological attendance. 
 
Where possible NMLFAU is to be given a minimum 24 hour notice by the client of the 
intention to conduct groundworks in the vicinity of potential buried features. 
 
At least one archaeologist will be present per item of plant working in the vicinity of 
potential buried features. 
 
Any stoppage time required for the recording of exposed features (to a maximum of 
48 hours) is to be agreed via the client. 
 
NMLFAU adheres to the principle that Health and Safety always takes precedence 
over archaeological considerations. 
 
Where possible features such as dock walls are to be exposed to a safe depth to 
allow access for cleaning and recording. The definition of safe depth will depend 
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ultimately upon ground conditions within each area but is not to exceed 1.2 m. Under 
some circumstances, e.g. exceptionally loose or unstable deposits or waterlogged 
deposits the safe depth may be significantly less. There is no provision for the 
insertion of shoring on this project.  It is proposed that structures exposed at a depth 
greater than that for which safe access can be provided will be recorded 
photographically and as a written record only. 
 
There is to be no access to confined spaces by NMLFAU staff. 
 
Information from the client suggests that there are no ground contamination issues. 
 
The contractor on site is to provide a full Health and Safety briefing for all NMLFAU 
staff working on site. 
 
PPE (hard hat, HiVis coat/waistcoat, safety foot wear) to be worn at all times.  Gloves 
to be worn as appropriate. 
 
No plant will be operated by NMLFAU staff.  When working adjacent to plant staff are 
to ensure that the operator is aware of their presence and are not to enter the trench 
whilst the plant is operation. 
 
The site lies within walking distance of NMLFAU’s offices at Mann Island which will 
serve as the primary base for the project. Otherwise welfare facilities supplied by the 
contractor will be used. 
 
All NMLFAU staff carry mobile telephones whilst on watching briefs.  
 
Other health and safety considerations.  Liverpool’s central docks area was one of 
the most heavily bombed areas of the mainland UK, the blitz of 1940-41 resulting in 
extensive damage across a wide area of central Liverpool.  A wide range of ordnance 
was used including high explosive and incendiary devices dropped by the Luftwaffe 
and AA shells fired by the defenders.  Although post-war clearance was extensive 
there is still some potential for unexploded devices being present, ships are recorded 
as being ‘afire in the King’s Dock’ on 31/08/1940 (Johnson 2005). 
 
All NMLFAU staff are to be suitably briefed regarding the potential for unexploded 
ordnance and its likely nature.  In the event of the discovery a suspected explosive 
device all excavation is to cease, NMLFAU staff are to withdraw from the site and 
inform the Police.  Under no circumstances are NMLFAU staff to tamper with, 
remove or otherwise disturb such items. 
 
Recording is principally envisaged as being comprised of a photographic record, 
plans and (where possible subject to Health and Safety considerations) elevation 
drawings of exposed features.  These will be supplemented by a written record. 
 
The photographic record will consist principally of black and white print and high 
resolution digital images supplemented by colour slides. 
 
Survey of exposed features will be undertaken with a Nikon Total Station EDM 
attached to a pen PC running Penmap software.  Key points will be logged, using 
markers as appropriate and this survey data will be used to provide rectified digital 
images to be used in the production of AutoCAD plan and/or elevation drawings.  
 
Given the circumstances of the project it is not considered likely that any significant 
archaeological artefacts will be present.  The only potential exception to this may be 
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large items such as elements of dock plant (hydraulic cranes, winches etc.). Any 
requirements for preservation of these items will be discussed with the client as part 
of the post-excavation analysis. 
 
In the (very unlikely) event of human remains being encountered excavation will 
cease and the remains recovered with spoil pending the informing of the appropriate 
authorities (Police, Coroners Office and Home Office). 
 
Post excavation analysis and reporting is to be subject to an updated methods 
statement upon the completion of fieldwork. 
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Appendix B.  Summary Catalogue of Finds. 
 
All finds were from Context 10. 
 
NO MAT TYP CLS DISC DESCRIPT PROF RIM BASE BODY HDLE TOT WT SV_SJ PRD NOTES CATBY Date 

1 POT CRE    1 119 108 636 17 881.00 4328.90  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
2 POT PER    0 5 22 58 0 85.00 524.40  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
3 CHA CHA    0 0 0 0 0 11.00 27.30  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
4 IRN IRN    0 0 0 0 0 2.00 347.30  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
5 POT CHN    0 2 2 2 0 6.00 49.20  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
7 POT LUS    0 1 2 2 0 5.00 80.80  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
8 POT SCO LAT   0 0 0 3 0 3.00 17.60  MOD Impressed deco LW 14/12/2005 
9 POT SEE BLU   0 3 0 1 0 4.00 17.60  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 

10 POT SEE GRN   4 1 0 1 0 6.00 32.00  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
11 POT CRE    0 3 0 1 0 4.00 19.30  MOD Pierced deco (diamonds + hearts) LW 14/12/2005 
12 POT TPE    0 0 0 0 1 0.00 3.30  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
13 POT HPE    0 3 1 6 0 10.00 40.80  MOD Blue/yellow flower deco LW 14/12/2005 
14 POT CHN    0 0 0 0 0 1.00 4.00  MOD Incised deco with overall green 

glaze. Probable teapot lid? 
LW 14/12/2005 

15 POT HPE    0 2 3 5 5 15.00 82.70  MOD handle= 4 sj LW 14/12/2005 
16 POT HPE    0 5 10 6 0 21.00 124.90 2x 2sv MOD bases= 1 complete plus 2x 2sj/sv LW 14/12/2005 
17 POT HPE    0 11 1 14 0 26.00 91.70  MOD blue/yellow/brown deco LW 14/12/2005 
18 POT HPE    0 0 0 1 0 1.00 8.70  MOD blue deco LW 14/12/2005 
19 POT HPE    0 1 1 7 0 9.00 60.30  MOD green/yellow/brown deco LW 14/12/2005 
20 POT HPE    0 2 6 3 0 11.00 58.70  MOD orange fruit deco plus green/brown LW 14/12/2005 
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NO MAT TYP CLS DISC DESCRIPT PROF RIM BASE BODY HDLE TOT WT SV_SJ PRD NOTES CATBY Date 
21 POT HPE    0 0 1 1 0 2.00 32.20  MOD brown LW 14/12/2005 
22 POT HPE    0 1 1 3 0 5.00 16.50  MOD yellow/brown/orange LW 14/12/2005 
23 POT HPE    0 2 0 1 0 3.00 10.60  MOD brown/green LW 14/12/2005 
24 POT HPE    0 2 1 0 0 3.00 31.10  MOD green banding, blue deco LW 14/12/2005 
25 POT HPE    0 6 4 20 0 30.00 50.80  MOD brown banding LW 14/12/2005 
26 POT HPE    0 3 3 8 0 14.00 31.00  MOD brown banding LW 14/12/2005 
27 POT HPE    0 9 2 12 0 23.00 45.00  MOD brown/green blue LW 14/12/2005 
28 POT HPE    0 0 2 0 0 2.00 13.40 2 sj MOD blue flower deco LW 14/12/2005 
29 POT HPE    0 1 1 8 0 10.00 21.50  MOD blue deco LW 14/12/2005 
30 POT HPE    0 8 2 17 0 27.00 43.40  MOD blue/brown/yellow/green deco LW 14/12/2005 
31 POT HPE    0 3 0 0 0 3.00 7.20  MOD yellow banding LW 14/12/2005 
32 POT HPE    0 4 1 3 0 8.00 24.00  MOD ochre deco LW 14/12/2005 
33 POT HPE    0 1 0 0 0 1.00 2.20  MOD brown/yellow/blue deco LW 14/12/2005 
34 POT HPE    0 1 2 0 0 3.00 43.00  MOD 1 complete base. Brown/green 

deco 
LW 14/12/2005 

35 POT HPE    1 8 9 18 0 36.00 149.80  MOD brown/green/yellow deco LW 14/12/2005 
36 POT HPE    1 24 0 9 0 34.00 105.40  MOD brown/green/yellow deco LW 14/12/2005 
37 POT TPE BLU   0 0 0 5 0 5.00 13.90  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
38 POT TPE BLU   0 0 0 4 0 4.00 31.70  MOD bull and swan LW 14/12/2005 
39 POT TPE BLU   0 3 0 1 0 4.00 29.30  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
40 POT TPE BLU   0 0 1 0 0 1.00 46.80  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
41 POT TPE BLU   0 0 2 19 0 21.00 17.90  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
42 POT TPE BLU   0 0 1 5 0 6.00 5.90  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
43 POT TPE BLU   0 2 2 15 1 20.00 160.30  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
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NO MAT TYP CLS DISC DESCRIPT PROF RIM BASE BODY HDLE TOT WT SV_SJ PRD NOTES CATBY Date 
44 POT TPE BLU   0 0 0 5 0 5.00 15.70  MOD  LW 14/12/2005 
45 POT TPE BLU   0 1 0 2 0 3.00 53.40 sj MOD bull and swan LW 14/12/2005 
46 POT TPE BLU   0 1 5 11 0 0.00 144.50 2x 2sj MOD pierced and relief leaf deco LW 14/12/2005 
47 POT TPE BLU   1 0 0 0 0 0.00 5.40  MOD spoon, profile minus handle LW 14/12/2005 
48 POT CRE  000  0 0 0 0 0 0.00 273.70  MOD tiny fragments discarded; 1/2 inch 

sieve used 
LW 14/12/2005 

 
 


