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Summary 
Wessex Archaeology was commissioned by Esso Petroleum Company Ltd to create an English 
Heritage/ Historic England Level 2 Historic Building Record (HBR) of a waterside jetty adjacent to a 
decommissioned Esso petroleum depot on Harbour Road, Oulton Broad, Lowestoft, Suffolk, 
centred on Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference (NGR) 652709 29003. The HBR work, which 
comprised a photographic survey and documentary research, was undertaken on the 10th and 11th 
August 2015, in order to comply with a condition of a Marine Management Organisation Marine 
Licence (ref. L/2014/00157/2) for the demolition of the jetty.  

The jetty and associated fuel storage depot was constructed c. 1901 for Esso’s predecessor, the 
Anglo-American Oil Company Ltd. The timber jetty, which was built to facilitate the unloading of 
wooden petroleum barrels, was originally fitted with a wooden sheerleg lifting device. By 1904 the 
sheerleg had been replaced with a steel swing-jig crane mounted on the south-eastern end of the 
jetty. There was an extant crane in this position, but it had been re-mounted at some point and it is 
unclear if it was an original feature or a later replacement. 

Although the jetty retained its basic form, decay caused by the harsh intertidal environment had 
necessitated extensive rebuilding, which included the complete replacement of the south-eastern 
end of the structure and the addition of new piles along its entire length. At least two major phases 
of rebuilding are evident; it is unclear when the first rebuild occurred, but the second is likely to be 
contemporary with the construction of mooring dolphins and associated steel walkways in the 
1970s or 80s.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Project background 
1.1.1 Wessex Archaeology was commissioned by Esso Petroleum Company Ltd (hereafter the 

‘Client’) to create a Historic England Level 2 Historic Building Record (HBR) of a wooden 
jetty adjacent to a decommissioned Esso petroleum depot on Harbour Road, Oulton 
Broad, Lowestoft, Suffolk, centred on Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference (NGR) 
652709 29003  (hereafter ‘the Site’; Figure 1).  

1.1.2 The HBR work was undertaken in order to comply with a condition of a Marine 
Management Organisation Marine Licence (ref. L/2014/00157/2) for demolition of the jetty. 
A photographic survey of the jetty was undertaken on the 10th August 2015 in accordance 
with a Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) (Wessex Archaeology 2015). The WSI was 
submitted for approval by the Senior Archaeological Officer for Suffolk County Council. 

1.2 The Site 
1.2.1 The Site comprises the former Esso Oulton Broad Bulk Plant, on Harbour Road, in the 

Oulton Broad district of Lowestoft, Suffolk, which is bounded by Harbour Road to the 
north-west, an unsurfaced track and open land to the north-east, Lake Lothing to the 
south-east and a boatyard to the south-west (Figure 1). 

1.2.2 Lake Lothing is an artificial channel that lies within a natural depression linking the River 
Waveney to the North Sea. Lake Lothing, together with the River Waveney and the North 
Sea, form a continuous circuit of water that define an island of higher ground known as 
Lothingland (Moss 2001, 91). 

1.2.3 The geology of the Site comprises Pliocene and Pleistocene sand and gravel of the Crag 
Group, which is overlain by superficial deposits of clay and silt within Lake Lothing (BGS 
2015). Ground levels within the Site range from approximately 5 m below Ordnance 
Datum within Lake Lothing to 7.65 m above Ordnance Datum adjacent to Harbour Road. 

2 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1.1 The archaeological and historical background to the Site is drawn from the Suffolk Historic 
Environment Record (SHER), primary held by Suffolk Records Office (SRO) and 
secondary sources such as the Lowestoft URC Area, Suffolk, Cultural Heritage 
Assessment (Scott Wilson Ltd 2006). SHER entries are prefixed by the letters LWT. 

2.2 Prehistoric and Romano-British  
2.2.1 There is widespread evidence of human activity from the Palaeolithic to Romano-British 

periods in the surrounding area, but none in the immediate vicinity of the Site. 
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2.3 Saxon and Medieval 
2.3.1 The name Lowestoft is derived from the Viking personal name Hlothver and toft, meaning 

homestead (Mills 1996, 227). At the time of the Domesday Survey (AD 1086), the Site lay 
within the Royal manor of Lothingland. There were three small settlements within what is 
now the Lowestoft conurbation, all of which were Crown properties. Prior to the Norman 
Conquest, the largest village, Lothuwistoft, was held by the Saxon Earl Gyrth; whilst the 
smaller settlements of Aketorp (Akethorpe) and Kirkley (Kirkelea) had formerly been held 
by ‘Aelmer the priest’ and ‘Wilfsi and twelve free men’ respectively (Open Domesday 
2015).  

2.3.2 During the medieval period Lake Lothing linked the River Waveney to the sea and 
provided a sheltered harbour for the port of Kirkley. However, in the 14th century the 
encroachment of a sand bar blocked the entrance to the sea (Scott Wilson Ltd 2006, 22-
3). The loss of Kirkley’s port spurred the growth of Lowestoft, which by the later medieval 
period had become an important fishing town. 

2.3.3 It has been suggested that parts of Oulton Broad and Lake Lothing (LWT 153 and 154) 
were artificially deepened by medieval turbary (peat digging), but the evidence for this 
remains unclear. 

2.4 Post-medieval 
2.4.1 There has been a crossing over Oulton Broad and Lake Lothing at Mutford Bridge (LWT 

037) since at least 1575, but the present bridge is modern. 

2.4.2 During the mid-18th century the fashion for sea bathing led to the development of 
Lowestoft as a health report, but herring fishing remained the most important industry in 
the town throughout the 18th and 19th centuries (Scott Wilson Ltd 2006, 42-3).  

2.5 19th century 
2.5.1 In 1831 a new navigable watercourse was created through Oulton Broad and Lake 

Lothing that re-established the link between the River Waveney and the North Sea (Ellis 
1965, 257). Lake Lothing was subsequently developed as a harbour. 

2.5.2 By 1830, a small settlement had grown up around Mutford Bridge; this subsequently 
expanded to become the village of Oulton Broad. 

2.5.3 The earliest detailed cartographic depiction of the Site is the Lowestoft Tithe Map of 1842, 
which shows the Site as a large arable field known as ‘Home Piece’. The field extended 
from the junction between Gorleston Road, Normanston Drive and Bridge Road down to 
the shore of Lake Lothing. Home Piece and most of the surrounding fields and gravel pits 
were owned by Lincoln John Salter. 

2.5.4 Lowestoft’s 19th-century expansion was heavily influenced by the railway tycoon Sir 
Samuel Morton Peto (1809-1889), who purchased the harbour in 1844 and was 
responsible for construction of the Great Eastern Railway (GER) Reedham and Lowestoft 
Branch, which opened in 1847. A separate branch line to Beccles opened in 1854 (Scott 
Wilson 2006, 26). The advent of rail transport spurred the growth of the town as a beach 
resort, whilst Peto’s investment in the harbour supported the growth of the local fishing 
and shipbuilding industries. 

2.5.5 The 1:2500 First Edition Ordnance Survey (OS) plan of 1885 (surveyed 1881), shows the 
village of Oulton Broad, with the rail lines to Norwich and Beccles a short distance to the 
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north of the Site. The 1885 plan also shows an unenclosed and unnamed track along the 
line of Harbour Road and a small building immediately to the east of the Site. The word 
‘Jetty’ is also marked on the shore of Lake Lothing, but there are no structures depicted. 
The Site itself remained undeveloped at this date. 

2.6 20th century 
2.6.1 By the time of the 1905 published edition 1:2500 OS plan (surveyed 1903-4; Figure 2), 

the area around Harbour Road, which was unnamed at this date, had been developed as 
an industrial suburb that contained a small area of terraced houses, a large shipbuilding 
yard, two timber yards, an iron foundry and a petroleum depot. The latter establishment, 
which is identified on the plan as the ‘Anglo American Oil Works’ encompassed the whole 
of the present Site. The plan shows three rectangular buildings and two circular fuel tanks 
within the depot, and a jetty that provided access for ships moored in Lake Lothing. There 
was a crane on its south-eastern end of the jetty, which was flanked by two navigation 
beacons.  

2.6.2 The Anglo-American Oil Company (AAOC) was established in 1888 by John D. 
Rockefeller (1839-1937) as a distributing subsidiary for petroleum products (mainly petrol 
and lamp oil) produced by the Standard Oil Company (Grace’s Guide 2013; The Stock 
Exchange Year Book 1908); the company’s first depot was located in Purfleet, Essex. The 
rapid growth in the market for petroleum products during the 1890s, led to the 
establishment of a number of depots in East Anglia, which are listed in contemporary 
trade directories in Great Yarmouth by 1892, King’s Lynn by 1896, Sudbury and Bury St 
Edmunds by 1900 and Lowestoft by 1902 (Kelly’s 1892, 1896, 1900, 1902,). The 
Lowestoft depot’s address is listed as either ‘Oulton Broad’ or ‘North Side, Harbour’ 
(Kellys’ 1902, 1904, 1912, 1914); the name Harbour Road doesn’t appear until 1925 
(Kelly’s 1925). The AAOC’s early products included Pratt’s Motor Spirt (petrol) and Royal 
Daylight lamp oil (Grace’s Guide 2013).  

2.6.3 The SRO holds an early undated glass negative (SRO 715/A3/2/15), which depicts the 
AAOC depot and jetty viewed from the north-east (Cover and Plates 1-4). The 
photograph shows a group of men and a shearleg lifting device on the jetty, a large 
circular fuel storage tank and a tall, timber-clad and corrugated-iron-roofed industrial 
building with roof lights, set within a large yard defined by corrugated iron wall. The yard 
contains a huge pile of wooden barrels and there is a traction engine fitted with a towing 
yoke (for a horse) parked in front of the entrance. The photograph shows only one fuel 
tank within the depot, as opposed to the two shown on the 1905 OS plan, and no crane on 
the end of the jetty (also depicted on the OS plan; see Figure 2). The absence of these 
features, suggests that the photograph was taken soon after the depot was constructed, 
probably c 1901.  

2.6.4 The presence of wooden barrels within the depot is unsurprising given that the 42-gallon 
wooden petroleum barrel was the standard vessel for transporting oil and petroleum 
products at the turn of the century (AOGHS 2015a). The disadvantages of using wooden 
petroleum barrels, which were expensive to make and prone to leaking, was highlighted 
by the explosion of the wooden schooner ‘Flown’ of the coast of Lowestoft in 1902 (Board 
of Trade 1902, 64). Explosions caused by leaking petroleum vapours were not uncommon 
and there was considerable interest in providing a safer and cheaper alternative. Although 
the Standard Oil Company introduced a steel barrel in 1902, these were still prone to 
leaking, and the problem wasn’t solved until the Iron Clad company invented the modern 
steel oil drum in 1905 (AOGHS 2015b).  
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2.6.5 In 1911 the United States Supreme Court ruled that the Standard Oil Company was 
operating an illegal monopoly, as a result the company was split into 34 separate entities, 
one of which, Standard Oil of New Jersey, eventually became Exxon. AAOC continued to 
operate as a British subsidiary of Standard Oil of New Jersey. 

2.6.6 The 1927 edition 1:2500 OS plan (revised 1926) shows essentially the same layout within 
the Site as the 1905 plan, but by this date, a further five circular fuel tanks had been 
constructed within the depot. Two of the buildings shown on the earlier plan had also been 
demolished and a number of small ancillary structures or extension had been constructed 
around the edges of the depot. The present entrance from Harbour Road existed by this 
date. The plan also shows further development in the surrounding area, including a major 
extensions to ship and boat building yards and an extension of AAOC’s depot into a yard 
on the north of Harbour Road; the later property contained a railway siding, crane and 
storage tank.  

2.6.7 In 1935 AAOC replaced its Pratt’s brand with the American brand Esso, which was a 
phonetic allusion to the parent company’s initials (SO = ESSO) (Graces Guide 2013; The 
Times, 5 April 1935).  

2.6.8 The Site is depicted in a 1939 oblique aerial photograph (Historic England 2015a), which 
shows that the smaller diameter fuel tanks were all as high as the main tank.  

2.6.9 A 1946 vertical aerial photograph (Google Earth) shows the same layout as the 1927 plan, 
but by this date a further five rectangular structures had been built adjacent to the circular 
tanks; these features were probably also storage tanks. 

2.6.10 The 1950 edition 1:1250 OS plan (surveyed 1949; Figure 2) shows the same layout as 
the 1946 photograph. The depot and the yard to the north are labelled ‘Petroleum Storage 
Depot’. The 1958 1:1250 and 1966 1:2500 OS plans shows the same layout as the 1950 
plan, but without the circular tanks; these features are shown on later plans in exactly the 
same locations, so their absence from the 1958 and 1966 plans appears to be a 
deliberate omission.  

2.6.11 In 1951 AAOC was renamed as the Esso Petroleum Company Ltd. 

2.6.12 The 1971 edition 1:1250 OS plan shows the same layout as the 1950 plan, but with one 
circular tank and two rectangular tanks removed; by this date the main depot building had 
also been demolished. 

2.6.13 The 1989 edition 1:1250 OS plan shows the same layout as the 1971 plan, but with the 
addition of two mooring dolphins linked by narrow walkways either side of the jetty. 

2.6.14 Historic satellite images (Google Earth) show that the Site retained its 1971 layout until at 
least 1999, but by 2006 the whole depot had been cleared of buildings. There have been 
shipping containers on the jetty since at least 1999. The walkway to the north-eastern 
dolphin remained intact in 2007, but it has subsequently collapsed or been removed. 

3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Aims and objectives 
3.1.1 The principal aim of the recording project was to create an English Heritage/ Historic 

England Level 2 (descriptive) record of the jetty prior to its demolition so that it could be 
‘preserved by record’. 
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3.2 Recording Methodology 
3.2.1 The historic building record was created on the 12th August 2015 by an experienced WA 

buildings archaeologist. 

3.2.2 The historic building record involved photography and use of existing survey drawings. A 
digital photographic record of the jetty was captured using a Canon 5D EOS Mark II Full 
Frame digital camera with 21 megapixel capability. The photographic survey was 
undertaken with due regard to the document  Understanding Historic Buildings: A guide to 
good recording practice (English Heritage 2006) and Historic England’s Digital Image 
Capture and File Storage: Guidelines to Best Practice (Historic England 2015b). The 
Client provided detailed architectural plans of the structure, which were annotated on site 
to show the locations of the photographs and structural features of note. 

3.2.3 A selection of the formal photographic archive has been used for illustration purposes in 
this report (Plates 6-21). Existing drawings supplied by the client (Figure 3) have been 
annotated and show the location and direction of the plates used in this report. 

4 HISTORIC BUILDING RECORD 

4.1 Construction 
4.1.1 The jetty was aligned north-west to south-east and measured 28 m long by 3.6 m wide, 

with a 7.2 m by 9.2 m wide section on the south-eastern end. The structure was supported 
by series of 260 mm square timber piles. Above ground, the piles ranged from 0.8m high 
on the landward side to up to 8 m within Lake Lothing (ABB Ltd 2012, Appendix A). The 
piles supported 250 mm x 120 mm thick lateral beams, which in turn supported 230mm x 
75mm joists for 150 mm x 75 mm thick timber decking boards. Lateral bracing was 
provided by 230 mm x 75 mm thick diagonal timbers. All of the timber joints were bolted 
(ABB 2012, Appendix B).  

4.1.2 The south-eastern end of the jetty was supported by a further four 400 mm square piles 
on its corners, which were fixed to the main structure with a welded and bolted channel-
section steel tie. 

4.1.3 There were a further two vertical timbers at the south-eastern end of the jetty, which 
supported a swing-jib crane. The crane comprised a vertical streel tube, bolted to the 
deck, with a box-section steel jib painted with the letters ‘SWL 1 TONNE’. The crane was 
fitted with two hand-operated chain loops that controlled its horizontal movement and 
hoist. The manufacturer’s plate was obscured by paint.  

4.1.4 A single iron or steel pipe was noted beneath the centre of jetty. This part of the jetty was 
inaccessible at the time of the survey and the function of the pipe remains unclear. 
However, it is possible that it was used to pump fuel to/from moored vessels; alternately it 
may simply have been a drain.  

4.1.5 The south-eastern end of the jetty was protected from vessel impact by two concrete-filled 
hollow steel tubes covered with vehicle tyres, which acted as fenders. 

4.1.6 There were also two concrete mooring dolphins to the north-east and south-west of the 
jetty, each of which was supported on four steel piles. Each dolphin had a further steel pile 
with a compressible fender attached to their south-eastern sides. The dolphins were 
originally linked to the main jetty via a steel walkway; the south-western walkway was 
extant, but the north-eastern one had been removed. 
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4.1.7 Three steel shipping containers had been placed on the deck of the jetty, which was 
enclosed within a modern steel-mesh fence. The underside of the jetty, which was 
inaccessible, was largely obscured by a line of Heras fence panels, which were partially 
covered with seaweed and other debris. 

4.2 Alterations/phases 
4.2.1 Although the wooden jetty retained its basic form throughout the 20th century, the building 

survey demonstrated that the majority of the timbers have been replaced. This is 
particularly evident at the south-eastern end of the jetty, where a comparison between the 
extant structure (see Plate 9-11) and a c 1901 photograph (Plates 2-3), shows that the 
whole of the south-eastern end of the jetty has been rebuilt since the photograph was 
taken. The rebuilt structure was subsequently reinforced with four additional piles on the 
corners, which were bound to the main structure with a bolted and welded steel channel-
section tie.  

4.2.2 The c. 1901 photograph shows that the jetty was originally fitted with a sheerleg lifting 
device, but by 1904 it had been replaced with a crane mounted on the south-eastern end 
of the jetty. There was an extant crane in this position at the time of the survey, but the 
fact that its vertical timber supports are recent replacements, suggest that it has been re-
erected or replaced at some point.  

4.2.3 The concrete mooring dolphins and their associated walkways were constructed in the 
1970s or 80s. Given that the construction of these structures represent a significant 
investment in the jetty, it seems likely that many of the repairs to the timber jetty were 
undertaken at this date. 

4.2.4 The mesh fence around the jetty was probably erected when the steel shipping containers 
placed on the deck; this occurred before 1999. The late 20th-century use of the jetty as a 
store suggest that by this date it had largely gone out of use as a mooring for unloading 
vessels. 

5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

5.1.1 The Esso jetty was constructed c. 1901 as part of a purpose-built petroleum storage depot 
for Esso’s predecessor, the Anglo-American Oil Company.  

5.1.2 The jetty was originally fitted with a sheerleg lifting device, which was probably used to lift 
42-gallon wooden petrol barrels off ships moored in the harbour. It is unclear how the fuel 
was transferred from the barrels into the storage tanks within the depot, but it seems likely 
that there was some sort of pump within the depot. By 1904 the sheerlegs had been 
replaced with a swing-jib crane.  

5.1.3 A comparison between a c. 1901 photograph and the present structure indicates that the 
whole of the south-eastern end of the jetty has been completely re-built at some point, and 
that the rebuild was subsequently strengthened by the addition of four corner piles. 
Further piles, cross braces and other supports have been added to the jetty, with the 
result that very little of the original structure survived at the time of the survey.  

5.1.4 By the mid-1920s, the AAOC’s depot had been linked to the rail network via a siding on 
the north side of Harbour Road, and it is probable that by this date some of the fuel was 
being transported by rail tanker. 
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5.1.5 During the 1970s or 80s two concrete mooring dolphins with associated steel walkways 
were added to the jetty to facilitate the docking of large ships. The construction of the 
dolphins may be contemporary with some of the more recent modifications to the timber 
jetty. 

5.1.6 By the early 21st century, the small size of the depot was clearly limiting its usefulness 
and by 2006 the depot had been closed and cleared of buildings. A 2012 structural survey 
(ABB 2012) revealed that the jetty was in a very poor state of repair and that the piles had 
decayed to such a degree that the structure was considered in danger of collapse. 

5.1.7 The HBR has created a permanent record of the surviving elements of this early 
petroleum-depot jetty, associated with a period of modern history when the oil industry, 
which was beginning to supplant coal as the primary fuel of industry and transportation, 
was moving away from traditional technologies of transportation, i.e. wooden barrels and 
merchant ships, towards purpose built oil tankers, which became the standard means of 
transportation in the 20th century.  

6 STORAGE AND CURATION 

6.1 Museum 
6.1.1 With the full agreement of the landowner the project archive will be deposited for long-

term storage with Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service Conservation Team 
under reference number LWT 338. Prior to deposition the archive will be temporarily 
stored at Wessex Archaeology’s offices in Salisbury under Site Code 110380. 

6.2 Archive 
6.2.1 The complete site archive, which will include paper records, photographic records, 

graphics and digital data, will be prepared following the standard conditions for the 
acceptance of the designated repository and in general following nationally recommended 
guidelines (SMA 1995; CIfA 2014b; Brown 2011; ADS 2013; Historic England 2015b). 

6.3 OASIS 
6.3.1 An OASIS online record http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/projects/oasis/ has been initiated for the 

work and key fields in regard of the evaluation has been entered under OASIS ID 
wessexar1-220120. All appropriate parts of the OASIS online form will be completed for 
submission to the Suffolk Environment Record. This will include an uploaded .pdf version 
of the entire report (a paper copy will also be included with the archive). 

6.4 Copyright 
6.4.1 The full copyright of the written/illustrative archive relating to the Site will be retained by 

Wessex Archaeology Ltd under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 with all 
rights reserved. The Museum, however, will be granted an exclusive licence for the use of 
the archive for educational purposes, including academic research, providing that such 
use shall be non-profit making, and conforms to the Copyright and Related Rights 
regulations 2003. 

6.5 Security Copy 
6.5.1 In line with current best practice (Brown 2011), on completion of the project a security 

copy of the written records will be prepared, in the form of a digital PDF/A file. PDF/A is an 
ISO-standardised version of the Portable Document Format (PDF) designed for the digital 
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preservation of electronic documents through omission of features ill-suited to long-term 
archiving. 
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Plates 1 and 2

Plate 1: c 1901 photograph showing AAOC depot and jetty, looking south-west, 
reproduced courtesy of Suffolk Records Office (SRO 715/A3/2/15)

Plate 2: Detail of c 1901 photograph showing AAOC jetty, looking south-west, 
reproduced courtesy of Suffolk Records Office (SRO 715/A3/2/15)
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Plates 3 and 4

Plate 3: Detail of c 1901 photograph of the AAOC jetty, looking south-west, 
reproduced courtesy of Suffolk Records Office (SRO 715/A3/2/15)

Plate 4: Detail of c 1901 photograph AAOC depot, looking south-west, showing stack 
of wooden petroleum barrels, fuel storage tank and traction engine, reproduced courtesy 
of Suffolk Records Office (SRO 715/A3/2/15)
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Plates 5 and 6

Plate 5: General view of the Site and Lake Lothing, looking west

Plate 6: General view of the jetty and former Esso depot, looking west
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Plates 7 and 8

Plate 7: General view of the jetty, looking south 

Plate 8: General view of the jetty, looking north-east
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Plates 9 and 10

Plate 9: North-east elevation of the jetty, looking south-west

Plate 10: North-east elevation of the jetty, looking south
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Plates 11 and 12

Plate 11: Detail of south-eastern end of the jetty (north-east side), looking south

Plate 12: Detail of south-eastern end of the jetty (north-east side), looking south-east
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Plates 13 and 14

Plate 13: South-west elevation of the jetty showing recent replacement piles, looking north-east

Plate 14: South-east elevation of the jetty, looking east
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Plates 15 and 16

Plate 15: Detail of south-eastern end of the jetty (south-west side), looking south-east

Plate 16: Detail of north-eastern mooring dolphin, looking north-east
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Plates 17 and 18

Plate 17: Deck of jetty, looking south-east

Plate 18: Deck of jetty, looking north-west
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Plates 19 and 20

Plate 19: Deck of jetty, south-east end, looking north-east

Plate 20: Deck of jetty, south-east end, showing south-west mooring dolphin and steel walkway, 
looking south-west
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Plate 21

Plate 21: Detail of swing-jib crane on the south-east end of the jetty, 
looking south
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