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Abstract 

 

This work presents a study of shipbuilding and timber management in the Royal 

Dockyards in the period 1750 – 1850, focusing on an archaeological investigation of 

ship timber marks. The first chapter outlines the concept of timber marking in 

shipbuilding contexts, stressing the multi-disciplinary approach to the study 

highlighted in the available archaeological and documentary evidence by which the 

practice of timber marking can be understood. 

 

Chapter two outlines the background to timber marking in the Georgian era and the 

development of the practice within the broader advances made in shipbuilding, 

technology and design prior to the end of the 17
th

 century. Chapter three outlines the 

developments in shipbuilding and the introduction of systems to control and 

standardise the management of timber in the Royal Dockyards in the 18
th

 century. In 

the latter half of the 18
th

 century we will see the attempts of naval reformers to 

develop these systems of timber management and pave the way for the sweeping 

changes made at the beginning of the 19
th

 century. Chapter four highlights these 

changes with the introduction of the Timber Masters and looks at the nature of timber 

management and the marking of timbers as identified in documentary sources. This 

evidence lays the foundation for the understanding of timber marking in the 19
th

 

century as witnessed in the archaeological record. The remaining chapters present the 

much more extensive archaeological evidence for timber marking among several high 

profile assemblages. The main assemblages presented in Chapters 5 to 9 show the 

diversity of timber marking practices and how they relate to the working processes of 

the Royal Dockyards. 

 

The research offers new insights into the understanding of shipbuilding and the 

management of timber in the Royal Dockyards between 1750 and 1850 and explores 

the possibilities for further avenues of study. 
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CHAPTER 1 – Introduction  

 

 

The practice of naval shipbuilding in the Age of Sail was a complex process requiring the 

expertise of many trades to achieve its aim. From the initial design and conception of a 

vessel to realisation involved a sequence of procedures requiring organisation and skill. 

The evolution in ship technology from early times necessitated the need for increasing 

control of the working processes associated with ship manufacture. Indeed, as 

technological possibilities evolved so also did the organisations and establishments 

responsible for their expression. Thus, technological advances were accompanied by 

systems of management put in place within the shipyards to accommodate the increasing 

complexity in the accounting for all manner of materials, the most important of which 

was timber. The refinement and organisation required in the process of shipbuilding also 

lead to levels of standardisation in order to control the mechanisms by which many 

vessels can be constructed and repaired at one time.  

 

The present study examines one aspect of this process: the evidence for timber marking 

within the context of timber management and shipbuilding in the Royal Dockyards 

between 1750 and 1850. This period is defined for two reasons. Firstly, the period 1750 

to 1850 represents a particularly informative period in ship technology and the 

administrative development of the Royal Dockyards - especially in relation to the 

management of timber. Secondly, the archaeological evidence for the marking of timber 

within the context of the Royal Dockyards dates on the whole to this period. This Chapter 

discusses the nature of the available evidence for timber marks. 

 

As we shall see the marking of timber developed during the medieval period with 

advances in ship design and technology culminating in further developments in the early 

modern period. By the end of the 17
th

 century the naval establishments of the Royal 

Dockyards came under increasing pressure to introduce systems to maximise the control 

of the shipbuilding process and the management of timber. Tangible evidence for these 

systems survives in the form of marks found on timber. These marks can be found in the 

archaeological record, located on ship remains and buildings both within the Royal 
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Dockyards and elsewhere. Throughout the course of the present study it will become 

clear how these significant archaeological discoveries help us to understand the nature of 

the shipbuilding process and the associated aspects of timber management.  

 

The study of timber marks within the working practices of the Royal Dockyards 

incorporates a particularly broad corpus of material both archaeological and 

documentary. It is important from the outset to emphasize the synergistic nature of the 

available evidence and the multi-disciplinary approach requisite for a thorough 

understanding of the subject. It is certainly the case, that in order to understand the 

archaeology we must also understand the historical data, and vice versa. 

 

 

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

Material culture survives in varying degrees of preservation within the archaeological 

record. It is therefore important to interpret, objectively, the evidence that is available to 

us. The archaeology of timber marks is certainly no different, and it should be 

appreciated at an early stage that the content of this study hopes to provide a 

‘springboard’ for further avenues of study. Despite this, however, it is also clear that very 

little is known about the full extent and meaning of these curious marks. Note has been 

made (see below) by a number of individuals in the past about the presence of such marks 

on a number of high profile assemblages such as HMS Victory, but no comprehensive 

study exists of these phenomena.  

 

There has certainly been an increase in the potential for the recording of timber marks in 

recent years. The many underwater and inter-tidal remains discovered within the last few 

decades have increased the corpus of material available for study. Furthermore, increased 

access to Royal Naval establishments through heritage initiatives has led to the recovery 

of terrestrial remains, previously only investigated through chance projects, such as the 

excavations at Woolwich Dockyard in the 1970s (Courtnay, 1974; 1975). The 

accessibility of these important new resources is central to the study and understanding of 

timber marks, which as we shall see, due to the contexts in which they are discovered 

very often survive in excellent condition. Continued advances in scientific and 
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technological techniques have also enabled the increased recovery of data in a more 

controlled and less destructive manner, and in more challenging environments. This is 

certainly the case with the advances in deep water archaeology in recent years. 

 

The importance of timber marks within the archaeological record can be in no doubt 

thanks to the archaeological, historical and social data recovered from such remains. The 

survival of timber marks can be seen in a number of environments and some remains can 

reveal more information than others. As we shall see, the physical effects of these 

environments; underwater, inter-tidal and terrestrial, affect the survival of timber marks 

and indeed the understanding and relationships with the components upon which they are 

found.  However, as with all archaeological studies, there are limitations to the study both 

in terms of the physical and interpretative possibilities available to us. These limitations 

will be addressed below. They include the fragmentary survival of marks from earlier 

periods; difficulties in establishing the provenance of remains; and the subsequent 

interpretation of the data retrieved. 

 

The different types of timber marks 

Early examples of timber markings will be discussed in Chapter 2, and show the many 

variations in the ways in which these marks can be realised. Examples within the main 

assemblages of the study also highlight a number of marking techniques and applications. 

What is apparent is the wide range of marks that can reveal differing degrees of technical 

and stylistic complexity through time, for example the simple marks identified on the 

Belle culminate in the complex suites of marks identified on HMS Victory and HMS 

Unicorn. The implications of this development will be discussed in later Chapters, but 

first we must outline the many types of marks present within the archaeology and how 

these are achieved. The definition of a timber mark in the context of the practice in the 

Royal Dockyards refers to marks that are impressed or inscribed onto a piece of timber. 

Timber marks fall into a number of different categories and differ in the complexity of 

their form, their intended meaning, and ultimately their interpretation. The reasons for 

this practice probably lie with the need for durability within a harsh and hectic working 

environment such as the Royal Dockyards. The desire to maintain efficiency and 
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minimise wastage meant that the transfer of information needed to be precise and devoid 

of confusion. With this in mind, let us first look at how the marks are achieved.  

 

Carvings 

These types of timber marks are made using a chisel and vary in size and style. In their 

simplest form they comprise numerals of the Arabic and Roman convention and simple 

letters (usually one or two). The use of these numerals and simple letters form the most 

common early form of markings, simplistic in both form and content. The numerals and 

letters vary in style and are on the whole stylistically plain. It is the case however that 

carving continues in use in conjunction with rase knife marks and die stamps within the 

main assemblages in this study. 

 

Die-Stamps 

These types of timber marks provide the least frequent form of evidence and are 

produced with a die-stamp, punched into the respective timber. These stamps comprise 

groups of letters (usually two or three) and occasionally numerals of the Arabic 

convention. Sizes and styles of the stamps also vary. The average dimensions of the letter 

groups are approximately 20mm by 20mm and appear in the Roman style of lettering, 

both with and without serifs. The Government mark or ‘broad arrow’ is also stamped on 

timber and comprises at least two forms (discussed below). The exact nature of the die-

stamps themselves is as yet uncertain as few examples have been recovered from the 

archaeological record. 

 

Rase Knife 

Rase marks form the most common type of marks represented in the main assemblages of 

the present study (ie. late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 C.). These marks are made with a rase knife 

(sometimes referred to as a drag knife) which is a hollow, hooked u-shaped blade which 

finishes with a point (Figure 1.1). A small wooden handle is attached to the shaft of the 

blade allowing the user to maintain a firm grip when scribing the wood. Depictions of 

rase knives are illustrated in 18
th

 and 19
th

 century publications on tools (see Figure 3.7). 

The average size of the rase knife is approximately 200mm long with a curved blade 
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approximately 50mm in length. The knife is commonly used to form a wide range of 

letters, both upper and lower case, Roman and Arabic numerals as well as symbols, such 

as the ‘broad arrow’, and others related to the various working processes in the Royal 

Yards. The size, style, content and complexity of the marks vary considerably and 

comprise what have been termed complex and non-complex marks. 

 

1.  Complex Marks 

These comprise written and numerical sequences of marks that often contain a medium to 

high degree of stylistic and technical content. Written forms may contain abbreviations or 

full wording as well as single letters. These marking sequences may also relate to other 

symbols in connection with the transfer of information. 

 

2. Non-Complex Marks 

Unlike complex marks, these forms comprise simple lines and associated symbols which 

appear separate from the complex suites. 

 

Later Chapters will discuss the evidence for timber marks produced using the basic tools 

and methods mentioned above. Now let us turn to the nature of the evidence in which 

timber marks are found. 

 

The nature of the evidence 

The evidence that is available to us is extensive and has been divided into two main 

categories, these being Ships and Buildings. The differentiation between the two is 

important. Although most timber marks appear on ship timbers it is also the case that 

many appear on timbers that have been converted for uses other than in shipbuilding, for 

example within the building and repair of Dockyard buildings and structures. Of equal 

note is the distinction between timber marks that survive on ship remains per se, or on re-

used ship components within structures or buildings. Despite the presence of timber 

marks from earlier assemblages it is also important to stress that the study deals primarily 

with Royal Naval and naval evidence dating from the middle of the 18
th

 and the first half 

of the 19
th

 centuries. The two main categories have been split into further sub-categories.  
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TYPE OF EVIDENCE DESCRIPTION 

Shipwrecks and Underwater remains 

 

This includes ship remains found in underwater environments 

either as complete assemblages or fragments of the same. 

These remains often reveal evidence of timber marks. The 

number of examples is quite extensive and covers a wide 

range of geographical distributions and underwater 

environments.   

Hulks and Inter-tidal remains 

 

Inter-tidal remains are those found between the high and low 

water marks.  The nature of the environment in which these 

hulks survive offers scant evidence for timber marks. These 

remains are more accessible to archaeological study. 

Historic Vessels 

 

This category provides the most comprehensive evidence for 

timber marks. These include those vessels that belong to 

heritage initiatives and have therefore been and are 

accommodated within controlled environments such as 

historic waterfronts, docks and dockyards, and museums. 

Shipyards, Docks and Waterfront structures  

 

Timber marks are often found on the re-used ship timbers 

incorporated within the remains of quays, wharfs, docks and 

shipyard structures although the evidence is fragmentary and 

difficult to interpret precisely. 

Buildings and structures of the Royal Dockyards 

 

Timber marks within this category are more abundant and 

usually in excellent condition. As well as buildings, evidence 

for timber marks can also be found on many structures within 

the dockyards such as quays, slips and wharves. 

Buildings out-with the Royal Dockyards in 

domestic and industrial contexts 

 

Buildings without the dockyards also provide evidence of 

timber marks. These instances occur in both domestic and 

industrial settings and on the whole comprise re-used ship 

timber. 

 

Table 1.1 Sub-categories in which timber marks can be found 
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Ships 

Due to the very nature of the study, it goes without saying that this category of the 

archaeological record provides one of the largest groups of evidence for timber marks 

identified in their various forms. Ship remains can be realised in a number of 

environments and can provide evidence of repair and re-use episodes of timber, as well as 

original timber converted for use on the parent vessel.  

 

1. Shipwrecks and underwater remains. 

The nature of the underwater environment and its effects on ship remains means that in 

many cases the survival of timber marks is minimal. The study of wreck formation 

processes helps in understanding the degrees of survival of many kinds of material 

(Adams & Ferrari 1990; Brown, Bump & Muncher 1988; Dean et al, 1995; Gregory 

1995; Muckleroy 1977; Ibid 1978). The dynamics of the underwater environment and the 

restrictions inherent in working in these surroundings means the effective retrieval of 

information is poor, as is the likely survival of timber marks. The survival of timber and 

markings is entirely dependant on whether the timbers were protected through burial in 

sediments or abraded through exposure (Watts Jr 1993). Unfortunately, remains can be so 

fragmentary that they become difficult to interpret and often appear totally out of context. 

Problems may also arise with the dating of many shipwreck sites due to the likelihood of 

repairs to the hull and the possible re-use of timber from other sources. Evidence of 

timber marks does exist however within a number of shipwreck remains from around the 

world. Despite the limitations it still remains important to collate any available evidence, 

especially given recent improvements in recording and retrieval techniques (Table 1.2). 

Ultimately, this improves the dissemination of data to non-divers and the wider academic 

community.   
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NAME LOCATION NATIONALITY PERIOD TYPE OF MARK NATURE OF MARK 

HMS Hazardous English 

Channel 

British 17
th 

C Rase Design,  ship construction 

HMS Invincible Solent French/British 18
th 

C Rase&carvings Ship construction 

Belle Caribbean French 17
th 

C Carvings, 

inscribed 

Design, ship construction 

Cala Culip I Spain Iberian Medieval Inscribed Ship construction 

The Copper Wreck Poland Unsure Medieval Inscribed Unsure 

Tantura B Israel Byzantine Byzantine Inscribed Unsure 

Pantano Longarini Italy Roman Roman Unsure Unsure 

Caesarea Roman 

wreck 

Israel Roman Roman ‘inscriptions’ Unsure 

Punic Wreck Sicily Punic Punic Painted Ship construction 

 

Table 1.2 Shipwreck remains that reveal evidence of timber marks (major assemblages 

within this study are shown in blue) 

 

2. Hulks and inter-tidal remains. 

Without the constraints of working in the underwater environment inter-tidal remains 

tend to be more accessible for archaeological study. Despite this, like shipwreck remains, 

hulks and inter-tidal assemblages, on the whole, provide little evidence of timber marks. 

The burial of vessels by marine sediments and the effects of continual degradation of 

many hulks mean that in most cases a high percentage of information is either 

inaccessible, fragmentary or lost. As is the case with underwater assemblages, site 

dynamics very often limit the remains to the lower hull of vessels, and therefore we often 

gain only a limited picture. Furthermore, a high level of logistical organisation is required 

in order to maximise data retrieval during any inter-tidal project, for example utilising 

tide windows and forming efficient recording strategies. The small number of identified 

assemblages shown below illustrates these limitations. Some evidence is available 

however, the earliest of which dates to the medieval period (J.Adams, van Holk, 

Maarleveld 1990).  
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NAME LOCATION NATIONALITY PERIOD TYPE OF 

MARK 

NATURE OF MARK 

Union Canal wreck  Scotland British 19
th

 C Rase mark Construction 

Polder wreck Holland British 18
th

 C Rase mark Unsure 

Henri Grace Dieu England British 15
th

 C Inscribed Unsure 

 

Table 1.3 Hulks and inter-tidal remains that reveal evidence of timber marks  

 

3. Historic vessels. 

Among ship evidence, there is little doubt that the survival of timber marks within 

historic vessels provides the best evidence both numerically and interpretatively. The 

accessibility of most vessels and the articulated nature of the evidence enable the study of 

timber marks almost entirely in context. Problems can arise however as some parts of the 

hull (for example hull framing) remain inaccessible due to the close proximity of other 

components. It is also the case that the “cleaning up” of many timber surfaces and 

successive painting of many timbers, especially on the upper works of a vessel means 

that timber marks are entirely obscured. In this case, like underwater and inter-tidal 

remains, the evidence is often limited to the lower parts of the ship. However, historic 

vessels are usually well documented and therefore provide good cross referencing when 

interpreting the archaeology. Despite this, the necessity in many cases for the extensive 

restoration of many historic ships means that little or none of the original structure 

survives. This is true of vessels such as the Frigate HMS Trincomolee (1817) (formerly 

the Foudroyant) based in Hartlepool dock. Very little of her original hull survives and 

therefore she is devoid of evidence of timber marks. Historic vessels in the United States 

also appear in a much renovated state such as the USS Constitution in Boston, and the 

USS Constellation in Baltimore. In the case of the latter, the vessel was also seriously 

modified in an attempt to convert her to a look which in fact was not contemporary to the 

vessel. This illustrates the caution that must accompany any interpretation of restored 

ship structure, particularly if restoration strategies have been misled or poorly researched. 

Despite this, it is still the case in some instances that a large percentage of timbers and 

timber marks survive. This is most evident in two very important historic naval vessels, 

HMS Victory (1765) and HMS Unicorn (1824). HMS Victory has certainly undergone 
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extensive restoration since 1922, but the Frigate Unicorn is perhaps unique as she is 

comprised of nearly all of her original hull structure, much the same as the day she was 

launched. This is due to the fact that she was placed in ordinary after her launch and 

never commissioned for sea service, therefore having few repairs.  

 

NAME LOCATION NATIONALITY PERIOD TYPE OF MARK NATURE OF MARK 

HMS Unicorn Scotland British 19
th

 C Rase,stamp,carving multi 

HMS Victory England British 18
th

/ 19
th

 C
 

Rase,stamp,carving multi 

 

Table 1.4 Historic ships that reveal evidence of timber marks (major assemblages within 

this study are shown in blue) 

 

Buildings 

Like ship remains, buildings also provide extensive evidence for timber marks. Due to 

the favourable terrestrial environments in which these marks are found, they are usually 

more accessible than underwater and inter-tidal remains, and often survive in excellent 

condition. The circumstances in which timber marks survive vary and very often 

buildings are constructed and repaired using a variety of timbers from different sources.  

Buildings and structures can be built from timber materials converted for the purpose or 

from the re-use of timber from other sources, for example ships and boats.  

 

Although both sources of timber provide evidence of timber marks, it is important to 

highlight the prevalence of timber marks on re-used ship timber, which in most cases 

relate directly to dockyard and shipbuilding practices. It is also important to distinguish 

between those marks that originate from the Royal Dockyards and related maritime 

sources and those evident in other settings such as terrestrial timber buildings (these 

marks are usually less complex than those in Dockyard contexts).  

 

The re-use of ship timber and its importance within the study of timber marks 

Timber re-use is exactly what it implies, the re-use of timbers for purposes other than 

those for which they were first employed. The re-use of ship and boat timbers is therefore 
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the use of timber initially incorporated within a ship or boat and then re-used for a 

secondary purpose, for example the construction of a quay or building, or in the repair or 

construction of a new vessel. Evidence for the re-use of ship timbers is varied, and can be 

recognised in a number of contexts both maritime and terrestrial and many of the 

examples highlighted in this study illustrate this fact. Recent work has re-assessed this 

important aspect of maritime archaeological research, including evidence of timber marks 

(Prescott & Atkinson 2003).   

 

There are a number of ways in which one can identify re-used ship timbers within the 

structure of buildings. The key lies in the relative strength, pattern and complexity of 

shipwright’s work as compared with that of house carpenters or similar tradesmen ashore. 

In general, the dimensions or scantlings of ship timbers in buildings tend towards sizes 

larger than necessary for the task in hand. Also, although wooden pegs or treenail 

fastenings occur in both land and sea-going structures, the ship treenails are more 

numerous, of larger diameter and, if their ends are visible, it will be seen that they are 

wedged and caulked. 

 

As the criteria for identifying re-used ship timbers become established and the number of 

well authenticated cases grows, the value of this resource to the research community 

increases. For maritime archaeologists, re-used ship timbers comprise the best preserved 

examples of historic wooden ship structure, far superior in condition to the poorly 

preserved and abraded examples of timbers found on the sea bed. Timbers in the 

Wheelwright’s Shop, Chatham, along with those from the frigate Chesapeake in the 

Chesapeake Mill, comprise the largest and most significant assemblages of 18
th

 century 

ship timbers available for research in Britain today, rivalled only by the splendid but 

much restored HMS Victory at Portsmouth. For historians and archaeologists of 

buildings, ship timbers provide good, datable material that can illuminate the history of 

construction, modification and repair, especially where documentary evidence may be 

poor. The re-use of ship timbers in buildings provides the most frequent and therefore 

important aspect of the available evidence for timber marks.  
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1.  Buildings and structures of the Royal Dockyards 

From the 15
th

 century until the mid 19
th

 century the Royal Navy developed from a fairly 

meagre sized establishment into a vast industrial phenomenon from which Britain was 

able to protect her interests at home and pursue her ambitious ventures abroad. This 

growth in the Royal Dockyards resulted in the production of the many buildings and 

structures associated with the shipbuilding industry; offices, stores, workshops, quays, 

slips, docks and residential buildings. Many of these buildings and structures can still be 

seen today in the Royal Dockyards and survive as part of the working environment, 

residential and commercial developments and heritage initiatives. Particularly good 

examples include Chatham Historic Dockyard and Portsmouth Dockyard. This has 

resulted in the creation of a particularly valuable archaeological resource that not only 

preserves our maritime heritage but also allows us to develop our understanding of 

working practices within the Dockyards throughout history, examining in particular the 

survival of timber marks and their subsequent interpretation. 

 

NAME LOCATION NATIONALITY PERIOD TYPE OF MARK NATURE OF 

MARK 

Master 

Shipwright’s 

House 

Deptford British 19
th

 C Rase Multi 

Boathouse 6 Portsmouth British 19
th

 C Rase, stamp Multi 

Wheelwright’s 

Shop 

Chatham British 18
th

 C Rase, carvings, stamp Multi 

Masthouse& 

Mould Loft 

Chatham British 18
th

 C Rase Multi 

Storehouse 10 Portsmouth British 18
th

 C Rase Multi 

 

Table 1.5 Buildings within the Royal Dockyards that reveal evidence of timber marks 

(major assemblages within this study are shown in blue) 

 

Timber re-use in the buildings and structures of the Royal Dockyards 

Some of the best documented examples of re-used timber can be found in the buildings of 

the Royal Dockyards. At the end of their working lives, wooden warships were often 
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carefully dismantled so that parts of their structure might be re-employed in the building 

or repair of other ships. This prudent, economically sound policy was a reflection of the 

high quality timber used originally in ship building, and of the need to conserve ship 

building timber which was in increasingly short supply due to the demands of the 17
th

 

and 18
th

 century naval wars. However, some ship timber that was judged no longer 

suitable to meet the challenging conditions of sea-going life by re-use in ships, could still 

have a useful future in the more sheltered context of buildings on shore (Prescott & 

Atkinson 2003). 

 

In some cases the curvilinear timbers from vessels are re-used (e.g. in the Sail Loft at 

Chatham Historic Dockyard), however, the elements of ship structure most suitable for 

re-use in buildings are those which are relatively straight, such as keels, deck beams, 

carlings, ledges, planking and masts and spars – particularly the masts of smaller 

vernacular vessels or the sailing ships of the coastal trade. Ships’ knees are also useful for 

bracing the trusses and frames of industrial buildings. The outer hull planking and the 

inner lining (ceiling) of the hold can also be found re-used as plank floors in some 

industrial buildings, such as the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham Historic Dockyard and 

the covered promenade of Storehouse number 10 at Portsmouth Dockyard. Other 

components, such as breast-hooks and deadwoods, are less suitable and their re-use is 

rarely encountered in buildings ashore. 

 

Chatham Dockyard is particularly well endowed in this respect. The sail loft built in 

1723, is a three storey building in which some of the ground floor pillars are ribs from a 

17
th

 century warship taken apart in the Dockyard in the 1720s. The magnificent timber 

building known as the upper mast house & mould loft, dating from the 1750s, also 

employs re-used ship timber as pillars at the ground floor level, this time using deck 

beams whose origin is clearly shown by the long, tabled joints or scarphs and the rebates 

for carlings in the compound beams. Many of these timbers also reveal evidence of 

timber marks. 
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A particularly interesting example from Chatham is the small building known as the 

Wheelwright’s Shop, a three aisled timber building from the 1790s. This building again 

employs deck beams for the posts supporting the roof, but in addition it had a plank floor 

comprising re-used ship planking and, beneath this floor, an extensive array of more than 

160 timbers including deck beams, carlings, futtocks, a stem apron and cutwater timbers. 

These timbers are closely packed beneath the floor of the building, perhaps to consolidate 

the ground which shows signs of having subsided (see Chapter 6). In the case of the 

Master Shipwright’s House and Offices at Deptford, the re-use of ship timber bearing 

race marks comprising some datable information has meant that the timbers contribute 

valuable information about the sequence and dating of the alterations made to this Tudor 

building in the Georgian period (see Chapter 5) (Prescott & Atkinson 2003). 

 

2. Shipyards, docks & waterfront buildings and structures 

Many contexts out-with the Royal Dockyards also provide evidence of timber marks 

though to a lesser extent. This is partly due to the extensive re-development of ex-

industrial brown field and commercial sites along many urban waterfronts in recent years. 

The docklands and river frontage of London and the Thames is a prime example, where 

the discovery of archaeological remains is made possible through developer funded 

projects.    

 

Timber re-use in shipyards, docks & waterfront buildings and structures 

Recent advances in waterfront archaeology have increased the corpus of archaeological 

evidence for timber re-use, spanning numerous contexts and historical periods. Indeed, 

discoveries on many sites throughout Britain and Europe have uncovered valuable 

evidence for the re-use of ship timbers, and in some cases evidence of timber marks. The 

nature of the evidence is quite varied and dates from the medieval period to the 19
th

 

century (Chitwood 1988; Myroll,1988; Goodburn 1997). Discoveries on the River 

Thames and elsewhere illustrate quite clearly the variety of contexts in which re-use can 

be identified. In most cases individual components or slabs of boat and ship timbers are 

used within the construction of waterfront revetments, wharves and quays, pathways, or 

re-used for new boat construction (Daniels 1988; Goodburn1988:105; Horsey 1988: 52-3; 
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Filipowiak 1981: 68). The variety of ways in which timbers are re-used clearly shows the 

ingenuity and resourcefulness of the communities that built these waterfront features.  

 

In addition to timber re-use in general waterfront structures, re-use is also evident in the 

remains of private and commercial shipyards. Perhaps one of the most interesting 

discoveries of this nature was the ship timber remains uncovered at Bellamy’s Wharf at 

Rotherhithe on the Thames. This assemblage revealed a fascinating group of large re-

used ship timber components used as land ties within the fabric of a 17
th

 century dock. 

The group totalled 13 timbers and included rudder and stem components, futtocks, floor 

timbers, deadwoods, deck beam, knighthead, beakhead and clinker planking (Saxby & 

Goodburn 1998:177). These discoveries were significant for a number of reasons. The 

timbers represented ship component types rarely seen on other sites and the details 

recorded gave great insights into shipbuilding and particularly ship-breaking practices of 

the period. Also of significance was that the timbers appeared to be of a size consistent 

with large naval, ocean going vessels dating to the 17
th

 century (ranging from 2
nd

 to 4
th

 

rates and smaller). Of particular interest were the remains of carved timber marks. 

 

These archaeological discoveries at Bellamy’s Wharf perhaps shed light on a period of 

intense activity within the many private shipyards on the Thames and elsewhere during 

this period. The history of the activities at Bellamy’s Wharf would appear to be indicative 

of this and in particular the close connection between the yard and dealings with the 

Navy. The busiest period occurred around the end of the 2
nd

 Dutch War when the yard 

was busy buying old ships from the Navy (presumably for breaking) and removing hulks 

from the Thames and Medway (after the Dutch raid). Thomas Gould the owner of 

Bellamy’s Wharf Yard sent many of his Shipwright’s to Deptford and Chatham in 1670 

to break up two 4
th

 rates. This gives an idea of the close interaction between the Royal 

Dockyards and private Yards during this period. The shipbuilding programme of 1677 

must have witnessed a great movement of shipwrights and artisans between the yards 

(Saxby & Goodburn 1998). Indeed, Henry Johnson, a shipbuilder of some distinction 

offered to build a number of 3
rd

 rates for the Navy during this programme but only on the 

return of many of his old workforce from the Royal Yards (Pool 1966: 17). This close 
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relationship with the Navy and the interaction of the workforce between yards continued 

into the 18
th  

and 19th centuries where many private yards built, repaired and took apart 

vessels under Navy contract (Barnard 1997). It seems likely therefore that the working 

practices within the private and Royal Dockyards were very similar and as we shall see, 

the practice of re-use co-exists within these two contexts suggesting the symbiotic nature 

of dockyard practices.  

 

3. Industrial buildings without waterfront settings 

 To date, little evidence has been discovered of timber marks within industrial buildings 

outside the Royal Dockyards, although some interesting examples have come to light in 

recent years. In this case, it is very often difficult to determine the provenance of both the 

timber marks and the timbers upon which they appear. In the two examples listed below, 

both have maritime connections. The Chesapeake Mill contains a large number of re-used 

ship timbers (see Chapter 7) and a warehouse at the Museum of Science and Industry in 

Manchester contains timber possibly obtained from timber merchants based in the Baltic 

and shipped along the Manchester Ship Canal in the 1830s (Greene 1995). Both 

assemblages contain a high number of timber marks, although interpretation in the latter 

case has proved difficult. It may be that these marks are more akin to carpenters’ building 

marks and not necessarily of maritime origin.   

 

NAME LOCATION NATIONALITY PERIOD TYPE OF 

MARK 

NATURE OF MARK 

Chesapeake Mill England United States 19
th 

C Rase Multi 

Warehouse,Manchester 

Museum of Science 

England British 19
th

 C Rase Unsure  

 

Table 1.6 Industrial buildings that reveal evidence of timber marks (major assemblages 

within this study are shown in blue) 

 

Timber re-use in industrial buildings 

In many cases ship timber that was no longer deemed usable by the Royal Dockyards was 

either sold by auction or sometimes vessels were sold to private yards for breaking. 
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Timber from these commercial yards very often found its way into the hands of local 

builders. A particularly good example of this is the Chesapeake Mill, at Wickham in 

Hampshire. This flour mill was built in 1820 using the timbers from the United States 

Frigate Chesapeake (1796), captured during the War of 1812. The vessel was in fact 

broken up at a private yard in close proximity to the Royal Dockyard in Portsmouth and 

transported the short distance to Wickham. This fine example of an industrial building 

outside the Royal Dockyards comprises deck timbers and some ceiling planking nearly 

all of which also reveal evidence of timber marks. The marks identified in the mill relate 

to those left by shipwrights, during the building or repair of the vessel, and those left by 

carpenters that relate to the construction of the building in 1820 (see Chapter 7). 

 

4.  Vernacular buildings – both domestic and trade 

Timber marks from this source are much more enigmatic and difficult to interpret. In 

many cases the marks do not necessarily relate to shipbuilding or shipyard working 

practices. Instances of timber marks can very often be connected with general graffiti, 

religious or talismanic symbols or the simple carpenters’ marks associated with the 

construction and assembly of timber buildings. Indeed, the nature of working practices in 

vernacular settings in many cases provide very little evidence of timber marks, and those 

which are identified are usually fairly simple. In some cases however, evidence does 

suggest connections with larger establishments such as the Royal Dockyards, for example 

the boatshed at Pagglesham in Essex (Prescott & Atkinson 2003).  

 

Timber re-use in vernacular buildings, both domestic and industrial 

Examples of ship timbers in this type of building are often more difficult to interpret and 

the documentary background is usually inferior to that associated with the industrial 

buildings described above. Most are derived from merchant and fishing vessels rather 

than warships. The burghs around the shores of the Firth of Forth provide a number of 

good examples, from communities with well established shipyards. The 17
th

 century 

house of the merchant Thomas Gladstone in Edinburgh’s Lawn Market incorporates ship 

timbers in the turnpike stair. A late 16
th

 century merchant’s house in the High Street at 

Kirkcaldy, Fife, which was much modified in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, includes a ship’s 
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spar – used to form the newel post of a stair case, and also reveals ship timbers used to 

bridge a passage way which was inserted into the house in the 19
th

 century. 

 

Nearer to the mouth of the Firth, the burgh of Anstruther includes a number of stone 

houses and workshops in which ship timber has been identified. These cases include the 

use of keels laid horizontally to support floor joists, the use of masts and spars as posts to 

support the upper floors of workshop buildings, and boat masts, split longitudinally, as 

floor joists in houses and a tavern. A number of stone houses in the burgh have wall 

presses with wooden lintels which reveal patterns of paired treenail fastenings, indicative 

of their origin as ship planking. Further south, ship components were noted in a boatshed 

at Pagglesham in Essex, some of which may have connections with HMS Beagle 

stationed nearby as a Watch Vessel in the latter half of the 19
th

 century. On a more 

whimsical note, a house at Upnor on the River Medway, Kent, has a garden gate 

constructed from the massive oak rudder of a sailing barge of the type once numerous on 

the Thames and Medway (Prescott & Atkinson 2003). 

 

Architect designed buildings 

In the early 20
th

 century a new phenomenon appeared, in which professional architects 

rather than anonymous builders of the vernacular tradition employed ship timbers in 

prestige projects. Architects commissioned to design timber buildings in the Tudor 

revival style popular at the time employed re-used ship timber – partly because of the 

difficulty of obtaining large amounts of good new timber at suitable prices, but also 

specifically to exploit the cachet of incorporating historic warships in their buildings. The 

father and son partnership of Edwin T Hall and E Stanley Hall designed two such 

buildings, the retail premises known as Liberty’s Tudor House off Regent Street, London 

in, 1923, and Stone Manor, near Kidderminster, Warwickshire, designed as a private 

residence for the industrialist J D Hill in 1926. 

 

Liberty’s Tudor House incorporates timbers from the warships Hindostan, built in 1828, 

and the Impregnable, while Stone Manor contains timbers from the Arethusa, built in 

1846, a veteran of the Crimean War. One feature of these examples is that the architects 
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“cleaned up” the timbers to improve their surface appearance for these prestige projects, 

therefore removing many of the tell tale signs of the origins of these timbers (Prescott & 

Atkinson 2003). 

 

The archaeological evidence for timber marks outlined above shows quite clearly the 

types of circumstances in which marks are found. The information gathered from such 

material can be particularly useful in a number of ways. As will become clear, the type, 

style and content of timber marks can give good indications as to the age of individual 

timbers and associated assemblages, and this is illustrated quite aptly when attempting to 

understand the development of buildings. Caution must be observed however. The 

variable and very often fragmentary survival of much of the data can present problems in 

ultimate interpretations. This is especially the case with fragmentary and degraded ship 

remains, where many interpretations can be misleading. The more extensive remains of 

vessels such as HMS Victory and HMS Unicorn can serve to provide key data in this 

respect. The nature of the marks can be seen in context with the particular vessel and in 

relation to its building, repair and restoration history. The characteristics of the marks can 

very often identify the period to which the marks belong and sometimes the yards and 

individuals who made them.  

 

THE DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE 

Many non-archaeological factors affect what we actually see in the archaeological 

remains on the seabed, in the inter-tidal zone and on land. Timber markings can be 

related to a number of circumstances; not only are the marks a physical reminder of 

shipbuilding technology and working practices, but also a product of political and 

administrative decisions, formulated into working systems. These circumstances survive 

particularly well within the historical record and help to place the timber marks in 

context.  

 

It has already been stated that the study of timber marks incorporates a multi disciplinary 

approach, utilising both archaeological remains and documentary sources. Indeed, the 

key to understanding the meaning of timber marks is evident in the wealth of primary 
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source material, principally the Admiralty and Navy Board papers at the National 

Archives and the Caird Library at the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich. The 

importance of this documentary material is not in doubt, providing the human element to 

complement the archaeological data. In nearly all cases, the actual interpretation of many 

of the marks is usually achieved through close inspection of the archaeology, in particular 

the types of timbers upon which the marks are noted. In many cases however, the 

interpretation is left wanting, thus the documentary sources help to fill the gaps. This is 

certainly true in relation to groups of marks and how they relate to the working practices 

put into effect in the Royal Dockyards in the 18
th

 and early 19
th

 century.  

 

The apparent bias toward primary source material for references to timber marking reflect 

the lack of published secondary sources, as very little has been written on the subject of 

timber marks within the parameters of this study (the Royal Dockyards 1750 – 1850). 

While most studies (Lane 1994; Lavery 1991; Goodwin 1987) concentrate on the 

technical aspects of shipbuilding and the development of the industry as a whole 

throughout history, evidence for the marking of ship components within this process has 

generated little discussion although passing references have been made in a number of 

works on naval administration, shipbuilding and the Royal Dockyards during this period 

(Lavery 1991; Knight 1987; Morriss 1983; Haas 1994). The lack of documentary 

evidence is particularly apparent in addressing how the timber marks relate to 

shipbuilding and dockyard working practices. It is therefore important to establish the 

distinction between timber marks relating to shipbuilding and those noted in terrestrial 

timber buildings and which are not represented on re-used ship timber. Indeed, a number 

of published articles do address timber marking in relation to the latter (Easton, 1999; 

Greene, 1995; Harris, 1999). Of particular note is an anonymous French reference to 

building carpenters’ marks with associated drawings of various symbols or ‘Marques 

Hiéroglyphiques’. In a few instances (HMS Invincible – Chapter 3) the marks are found 

to be similar to those marks left on ship and dockyard timbers and therefore represent a 

particularly useful source for comparative studies between maritime and terrestrial 

contexts.  
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While it is shown that a number of secondary sources exist for timber building marks it is 

evident that few sources exist concerning timber marks in shipbuilding and dockyard 

contexts. Before discussing the primary sources, it is necessary to highlight the few 

available references concerning timber marks that date from the 17
th

 century onwards.  

 

HMS Victory is certainly one of the best known of 18
th

 and 19
th

 century naval vessels in 

Britain, if not the world. It is not surprising therefore that many scholars have based 

much of their research on aspects of the vessel and its associated history (Bugler 1966; 

Goodwin; 1987; 1998; McGowan 1999). The extensive restoration of the Victory since 

1922 has given the opportunity for the uncovering and study of many of the hull timbers 

during their removal – discussed in detail in Chapter 8. This has enabled observations to 

be made concerning the nature and characteristics of surviving hull structure, some of 

which dates to at least the early 19
th

 century. These observations have included a brief 

note concerning timber marks (Barlow, 1986). These notes were made by a shipwright 

working on the Victory restoration in the 1980s and represent the earliest known printed 

source concerning timber marking in the Royal Dockyard at Portsmouth, and on HMS 

Victory in particular. The comprehensive publication concerning the Victory and her 

restoration written in the 1960s also gives no mention to timber marks (Bugler, 1966). 

Furthermore, the most recent work covering the same topic, makes brief note of timber 

markings, essentially re-iterating the notes written by Barlow (Mc Gowan, 1999: 93). It 

may well be the case that this article is the only sizeable published source, although note 

has been made in the comprehensive archaeological study of Victory by Goodwin (1998) 

and this author in papers concerning the re-use of ship timber in terrestrial timber 

buildings (Prescott & Atkinson 2003); the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham (Atkinson, 

1997); the Chesapeake Mill at Wickham (Prescott & Atkinson, forthcoming); HMS 

Victory (Prescott & Atkinson, forthcoming); and Deptford Dockyard (Prescott & 

Atkinson, forthcoming). A cursory study and interpretation of timber marks on HMS 

Unicorn has been carried out in the past, although to date little has been published. It 

remains the case that the notes written by Barlow and Goodwin represent the only real 

attempt until now to address the topic of timber marks in shipbuilding contexts. However, 

the notes do not comprise comprehensive accounts, and clearly require expanding upon. 
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It is clear therefore that the meagre secondary sources have necessitated almost complete 

reliance on primary source material, to which we will now turn. 

 

The importance of the primary source material is highlighted by the greater insight into 

timber marking that is gained through such material. Much of the evidence relating to the 

management (and often the marking) of timber for the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries can be 

found in the surviving correspondence between the Navy Board, the Admiralty and the 

officers of the several Yards. This correspondence comprising warrants, demands and 

directives relating to all manner of Yard business is also augmented by the Standing 

Orders issued to the Yards from the late 17
th

 century onwards. These Orders were to 

indicate the wishes of the Navy Board with regard to the duties required of dockyard 

officers. Particularly important evidence can also be found in the Instructions to the 

Timber Master’s and their new timber department dating to the beginning of the 19
th

 

century. These sources also include insights into the individuals responsible for the 

administrative changes that led to the improvement of timber management in the yards. 

The sources also shed light on the nature of this new timber department and the 

individuals responsible for its day to day running, including those responsible for the 

marking of timbers and the working process in which this is done.  

 

Through this wealth of evidence we shall see how the marking of timber fits within all 

the above situations and in particular the working processes within the dockyard. These 

include, the procurement of timber and dealings with contractors and agents prior to the 

delivery of the timber to the yard; the delivery and receipt of timber at the yards; the 

sorting, stowage and seasoning of timber; the selection and conversion; the use of timber 

for building and the re-use of timber for building and repairs. Key references highlighting 

these circumstances include the various ‘Instructions’ issued to the principal officers of 

the Royal Dockyards outlining the changes to be made in the management of timber and 

the duties of those officers charged with its custody. These instructions are important in 

that they give clear indications as to the intentions of the Admiralty and the Navy Board 

with regard to the marking of timber; and to which elements of management they relate. 

Further documentary sources augment the information outlined above. These include the 
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Melville Papers at the Scottish National Archive and the King Manuscripts at the British 

Library. In addition, the supporting documentary evidence for the history of the United 

States Frigate Chesapeake and the practices of the United States Navy Yards have been 

collated from The National Archives in Washington, The Library of Congress, The New 

York Historical Society and the Peabody Museum in Salem. Also in connection with the 

Chesapeake are the papers held at the Nova Scotia Archive in Halifax regarding 

correspondence between the Admiralty and Navy Board and the ‘foreign’ or overseas 

Yard based in the town. These sources provide a comparative insight into the possible 

marking practices employed during the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 century.  

 

Conclusion 

This Chapter has introduced the concept of timber marking within the context of timber 

management and shipbuilding in the Royal Dockyards between 1750 and 1850. Also 

highlighted is the importance of a multi-disciplinary approach to this study and the 

symbiotic relationship between the archaeological and documentary evidence. In 

addition, the types of contexts in which timber marks are discovered have been presented 

as well as the types of timber marks encountered and how they are realised. The character 

of the available documentary sources relating to the marking of timber in the Royal 

Dockyards has also been highlighted; in particular the paucity of secondary sources and 

the nature of the more comprehensive primary source material.  
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CHAPTER 2 – Historical background to the marking of ship timber in the Georgian 

    Era 

 

The previous chapter introduced the concept of timber marking in relation to the 

management of timber and shipbuilding in the Royal Dockyards and highlighted the 

character of the supporting archaeological and documentary evidence. In order to 

appreciate the context of timber marking in this respect it is important to understand the 

advance in the practice of marking timbers within the broader developments in 

shipbuilding throughout history. Before discussing the nature of the evidence within the 

main assemblages of this study it is important to look into the evidence for early examples 

of timber marking and the reasons why the practice has left such a varied presence within 

the archaeological record. This chapter presents the archaeological evidence for the 

marking of timber prior to the rapid developments in ship technology from the late 17
th

 

century.     

 

Early evidence for timber marks in shipbuilding 

Much of the early evidence for timber marking has perhaps succumbed to the tests of time, 

leaving little trace in the archaeological record. It may also be the case that the widespread 

practice of timber marking within boat and shipbuilding contexts can be seen as an 

evolutionary process over many hundreds, even thousands of years dictated by the social, 

political and economic circumstances that shaped our cultural past. By the end of the 

Roman period, the social, political and economic climate was changing in the eastern 

Mediterranean, accompanied by reactionary changes in shipbuilding practices. This 

evolution in practices may be explained through industrial and technological advances in 

shipbuilding, where a stricter control is needed within a more industrialised setting. Early 

shipbuilders were generally more highly skilled and crafted. The traditional skilled 

workforce during this period of transition makes way for a larger and less skilled 

workforce. This reduction in skill possibly required a more structured and standardised 

approach to shipbuilding practices. This argument is perhaps supported by the development 

from shell first to skeleton first construction in the Mediterranean and later in northwest 

Europe (Harpster 1997; Arensen 1990; Steffy 1994). 

 

The extent of the archaeological evidence for ship remains in the Mediterranean and 

elsewhere in Europe is particularly varied. This is due primarily to the often chance 
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encounters in which such evidence is discovered. Despite this, limited evidence of timber 

marks have been discovered in a number of archaeological assemblages noted in the Table 

below.  

 

Name Location Period Type of  

mark 

Nature of  

 mark 

Comments 

Cheops Ship Giza, Egypt 4th Dynasty Painted Ship construction  Wooden hull components 

creating a papyriform craft 

Punic Wreck Sicily 3
rd

 century BC Painted Ship construction Galley type vessel. Marks 

on timbers from the ‘shell’ 

Tantura B Tantura 

Lagoon, Israel 

10 century  Inscribed Unsure First evidence of inscribed 

marks on hull timbers 

Cala Culip  Near Barcelona, 

Spain 

12
th

 century  Inscribed Ship construction First extensive evidence of 

inscribed marks on frame 

timbers 

Copper wreck Gdansk, Poland 14th century Inscribed Ship construction Clinker construction 

Grace Dieu River Hamble, 

England 

15th century  Inscribed Ship construction Triple plank clinker 

construction 

Ria de Aveiro Ria de Aveiro 

Lagoon, 

Portugal 

M 15th century  Inscribed Ship construction Marks on frame timbers 

Cais do Sodre Lisbon, 

Portugal 

L15th / E16th 

century 

Inscribed Ship construction Marks on frame timbers 

Pepper wreck Tagus River, 

Portugal 

E17th century Inscribed Ship construction Marks on frame timbers 

Belle Caribbean L 17th century Inscribed Ship construction Built at La Rochelle 

HMS 

Hazardous 

England L 17th century Inscribed Ship construction Single mark on a frame 

timber 

 

Table 2.1 The remains of vessels revealing evidence of timber marks 

 

The Archaic and Classical Periods 

The Cheops Ship (Table 2.1) is a good example of early timber markings evident from ship 

remains discovered in a rectangular limestone pit next to the Great Pyramid. The remains 

consist of numerous wooden planks joined by tenons and lashed together with a series of 

inner frames or ribs and cross beams to maintain the vessels shape and rigidity (Jenkins 

1980: 124-130; Throckmorton 1987: 93).  
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The marks appeared on many of the timbers and were painted onto the components in 

white paint. What seems apparent was the use of four hieratic signs to identify the four 

quarters of the vessel for the port and starboard sections in the bow and stern (Figure 2.1). 

In addition to these four general classifying marks there were many other symbols placed 

on the wooden components, showing clear connections with the locations of the timbers in 

relation to each other (Figure 2.2) and providing marks to aid the builders during 

construction.  

 

Elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean the evidence for timber marking is very rare. This 

lack of evidence is probably due to the limited and fragmentary survival of the archaeology 

and in particular the limited survival of hull remains.  Some evidence does survive however 

such as the The Marsala Punic Wreck (Table 2.1) (Frost 1973: 33). Indeed, the assemblage 

represents some of the earliest known remains for the marking of timbers.  

 

Like the Cheops ship, the marks were painted or drawn and fall into three different 

categories. The timber marks appear in the form of ‘guidelines’ or ‘location’ markers for 

various fastenings and hull components. These marks are interesting for a number of 

reasons. Firstly, we have the first known evidence for the use of ‘guidelines’ to assist with 

the various stages for the construction of the vessel. Many of these symbols were obscured 

by either adjoining hull components or other processes such as the covering of the outer 

lower hull with lead sheathing, suggesting that the symbols relate to the initial preparation 

and early stages of construction (Figure 2.3) (Frost 1973: 44). The implication of marking 

timbers prior to the building of the vessel is particularly important as it suggests a form of 

prefabrication of timbers and possibly even massed production.  

 

The Roman Period 

The Roman Empire needed a large navy and merchant fleet to maintain the vast maritime 

trade networks. The only known evidence for timber marks was found on a wreck near 

Caesarea in Israel. This wreck reveals what were interpreted as ‘inscriptions’ found on hull 

framing towards the keel. The identification was marked on the site plan, although 

unfortunately no description of the marks is given (Raban 1985: 175). Evidence for timber 

marks in this period is particularly rare. It is possible that the lack of survival of timber 

marks, and particularly painted marks, is caused by the fragile nature of this form of 
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evidence. The end of the Roman period marks a transition in techniques in ship 

construction and an era that reveals further fragmentary evidence for timber marks. 

 

Transitions in shipbuilding in the early medieval Period 

The common features highlighted in the construction of the vessels noted above all relate to 

the method known as ‘shell’ first construction involving the joining together of the hull 

planking, edge to edge and joined by means of wooden tenons. This method was the 

mainstay of hull construction in the Mediterranean throughout the Classical and Roman 

period. By the late Roman, early medieval period however, we see developments in the 

methods of hull construction and the transition to a technique known as ‘skeleton’ first. 

This method sought to provide the strength of the hull in the ribs or frames, these being 

covered with a light skin of carvel, edge to edge planking. Reasons for this transition have 

been suggested by a number of individuals.  

 

It has been highlighted that this method of frame and carvel construction was far more 

economical in terms of labour and materials (Rodger 1997: 61). Indeed, Arensen (1990) 

states that these developments are the ‘shipwright’s reaction to global processes’, including 

the ‘….depletion of Mediterranean forests, the disintegration of the Roman Empire and its 

economic system, the Muslim conquest and the perennial war at sea which ensued, and the 

contacts established with the Atlantic at the end of this era’. These changes raise the basic 

question of technological progress and in the case of naval architecture the changes were 

more in the nature of adaptations and developments of features that already existed. 

Technology had progressed, but more importantly economics and politics had changed so 

radically as to require a different shipbuilding philosophy, evident with wrecks such as 

Pantano Longarini (600-650AD) (Throckmorton 1973: 251) and Yassi Ada (625AD) 

(Steffy 1994). Although Throckmorton (1987: 94) states that by 1000 AD, shipbuilding 

was starting to become an industrialised process, it is likely that this transition was 

happening at least 100 years earlier. The discoveries of three Byzantine period wrecks at 

Tantura Lagoon in Israel seem to illustrate this.  

 

The Tantura B wreck (Table 2.1) is important because it represents the only known remains 

of a vessel of this date in the Mediterranean. The remains reveal evidence of a single 

inscribed mark. This mark was discovered on a crenulated timber and represents graffito 

formed with the Arabic letters HX (Plate 2.1). The interpretation of the mark is uncertain, 
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although we have the first evidence for inscribed timber marks and the use of Arabic 

letters.  

 

What is clear is that the extent and content of individual timber marks are still basic 

throughout the Archaic, Classical and Roman periods, simply conveying information 

governing the location of timbers within a vessel during construction. The transition from 

‘shell’ first to ‘skeleton’ first construction also dictates where most of the marks are 

discovered on the hull. Vessels built shell first such as the Marsala wreck seem to show 

evidence of marks on the keel and planking, these being the components that provide the 

main strength in the vessel. Those examples that illustrate the skeleton first technique such 

as the Tantura B wreck tend to display marks on the ribs or framing which provide the 

vessels strength.  

 

The medieval period in the Mediterranean 

The development of skeleton first construction in the Mediterranean was perhaps fully 

established by the 14
th

 century AD. Although the galley still remained a dominant vessel 

type throughout the medieval period, by the 1340s large merchant vessels known as cochas 

were developed by Genoese, Venetian and Catalan shipwrights (Hutchinson 1991: 42). 

This type of vessel may well have been influenced through trade contacts by the cog type 

prevalent in northern Europe at this time (Rodger 1997:68). The widespread use of these 

large vessels, termed carracks, indicate the capability of this method in constructing very 

large vessels able to carry extensive cargoes and provide stable fighting platforms. Indeed, 

these vessels were to influence the nature of shipbuilding in northern Europe, illustrated 

with ship remains such as the carrack Grace Dieu, discussed below.  

  

Surviving documentary sources help shape our understanding of the nature of shipbuilding 

at this time. Venetian documents help give good insight into shipbuilding practices, in 

particular the galley. This is realised through documents such as the Timbotta Manuscript 

and the Fabrica de Galere dating to the 15
th

 century. The latter document represents an 

example of a shipbuilding treatise which sets out the principles of hull construction both 

numerically and diagrammatically (Lane 1992:94).  What seems apparent is that the basic 

principles of hull construction had not changed since those highlighted by the Saint Gervais 

II wreck dating to the 7
th

 century, the 11
th

 century Serce Limani wreck and the 14
th

 century 

Contarini I ship. This is highlighted within the document which still illustrates the 
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dimensions and characteristics of the principal or main frames and the balancing frames at 

either end of the keel, responsible for controlling the shape of the vessel (Hutchinson 1994: 

39).  

 

Prior to the medieval period, little is known about the exact roles of shipwrights and 

dockyard artisans within a shipbuilding operation. We get a clearer picture from about 

1200 AD in yards at Genoa, Venice and Naples (Steffy 1994: 93). Unfortunately we are not 

given indications as to the ways in which the timbers were moulded or lofted and worked 

prior to construction and more importantly the numerous working practices accompanying 

these processes. Despite this, the documents give great insights into the increased 

managerial role of the master shipwright who was responsible for a number of building 

projects. The Venetian sources do give reference to the marking of timbers. Lane gives a 

clear indication that the builders of the Venetian galleys employed the marking of timbers 

to aid in construction. He goes on to say, “During part of the construction the carpenters 

and the caulkers worked together on the ship, the carpenters marking timbers to show 

where they should be fastened by the caulkers.” (Lane 1992: 98). This increased 

management can perhaps be connected with practices such as the marking of timbers, 

illustrated in the fragmentary archaeological evidence such as the wreck remains 

discovered at Cala Culip near Barcelona. These remains perhaps provide the only clear 

evidence of timber marks and how they relate to the shipbuilding process during this 

period. 

 

Timber marks on the Cala Culip VI wreck  

The marks identified on the Cala Culip VI wreck (Table 2.1) comprised inscribed timber 

marks in the form of Roman numerals discovered on the top and side faces of nine of the 

floor timbers and appeared in sequence. The marks were used to identify the position of 

each floor timber within the hull of the vessel, starting with the number 1 in the midships 

area. In addition to the Roman numerals inscribed lines were discovered along the 

centreline and ends of each component, indicating the ‘location’ or positioning of the 

timbers in relation to the keel (Figure 2.4)(Javier & Josep 1989). These remains are 

significant in that they offer the first clear archaeological evidence for the marking of 

timbers in connection with the construction process of a ship. The clear use of simple 

location markers to aid construction suggests quite strongly that the shipyard working 



 30

practices highlighted in the Venetian sources were likely to have been employed elsewhere 

in the Mediterranean sphere. 

 

To date, only the Cala Culip VI wreck provides extensive evidence for timber marks in the 

Mediterranean during this period. Despite the limited archaeological evidence however, it 

can certainly be suggested that given the scale of organisation and industry highlighted by 

the archaeology and documentary sources mentioned above, a form of information transfer 

such as timber marking would have been used extensively in the Mediterranean in the 

medieval period. In the absence of definitive archaeological evidence, we must therefore 

look to examples elsewhere. 

 

Ship remains in northern Europe in the medieval period                                                                                                      

From the earliest times shipbuilding technology in northern Europe operated along similar 

principles to those in the Mediterranean. The principle of ‘shell first’ construction actually 

endured for longer in northern Europe using clinker construction where hull planking was 

overlapped. While the construction techniques vary, the principle of maintaining the 

strength of a vessel in the outer ‘shell’ remains the same. Similarly, the communities that 

made these craft were equally influenced by available materials, technology and socio-

political circumstances. Unfortunately, like many examples from the Mediterranean, little 

evidence of timber marking exists, certainly before the later medieval period.  

 

For further evidence of timber marks in this period we must look at ship remains 

discovered in northern Europe. By the beginning of the 15
th

 century the clinker tradition in 

northern Europe had developed to incorporate much larger vessels than had previously 

been built. Despite the variants of clinker construction highlighted in what have been 

termed ‘hulks’ and ‘cogs’, the tradition evident in the earlier clinker ‘keel’ techniques can 

be seen to be epitomised in the Grace Dieu, flagship of King Henry V.  

 

Timber marks on the Grace Dieu 

Fifteen fragments survive from the Grace Dieu (Table 2.1), where one of the frame 

components (Winchester 8) has shown evidence for timber marks (Friel 1993). The mark 

comprises a single incised X on the outer face of the frame located towards the edge of a 

joggle, cut to receive a clinker plank. The mark is particularly clear although it represents 

the only mark evident on these remains. What is interesting is the apparent continuity in the 
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location of the mark on a frame component, similar to the Cala Culip remains. Also of 

interest is the close proximity of the mark to a hole for a treenail fastening, used to attach 

the planking to the frame. It is likely therefore that the mark represents a simple locator to 

show where a treenail hole was to be bored. The use of fastening indicators is perhaps 

particularly pertinent in this instance as the hull planking of the Grace Dieu was triple 

thickness. The survival of this locator was perhaps a lucky one, where the carpenters very 

often misplaced the holes for the fastenings (Hutchinson 1994: 31). The very fragmentary 

nature of the evidence fails to provide any definite interpretation, but never the less 

provides evidence for some form of organised transfer of information during the building 

process.  Indeed, this paucity of evidence is supported by the only other known timber 

marks discovered on a vessel dating to the medieval period discovered near Gdansk in 

Poland. 

 

Timber Marks on the Copper Wreck, Gdansk 

The Copper wreck (Table 2.1) comprised planking that revealed the survival of timber 

marks. These were discovered underneath the overlapping scarphs on the inner face of the 

planking. The marks were inscribed and represent what appear to be Arabic numerals and 

an X with two vertical lines along each side (Litwin 1980: 217).  

 

Initial interpretations have suggested that the marks form some kind of numbering system 

implemented by the timber merchants who supplied the timber for the vessel (Litwin 1980: 

222). Whilst this is certainly possible it is also suggested that the marks illustrate processes 

involved with shipbuilding, either in the preparation of components or during construction, 

similar to those found on the Cala Culip VI wreck which almost certainly relate to the 

preparation and construction processes.  

 

The survival of shipbuilding documents from the medieval period such as the financial 

accounts for the galley building programme of Edward II in 1294 and the building of the 

Grace Dieu between 1416 and 1420, offer amazing insights into the nature of shipbuilding, 

although very often giving little mention as to the actual methods used. The latter document 

is interesting for two reasons. The information gained concerning the nature of the 

materials used and the workforce who used them, help to give an idea as to the increasingly 

industrialised nature of shipbuilding. This is perhaps suggested with the first real evidence 

for the notion of an established facility from which shipbuilding was operated. This is 
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possibly illustrated during the construction of the Grace Dieu where a special enclosure 

was constructed and a ‘doc’ (probably a hollow in the river mud) to house the vessel during 

construction. Furthermore, much of the materials were stored in a large stone storehouse in 

Southampton and on the Hamble where a number of further stores were built including a 

mast house (Rodger 1998: 70-71). Although somewhat tentative due to the minimal 

evidence, the presence of timber marks on the Grace Dieu (and the Copper wreck) does 

suggest a reasonable level of organisation and complexity in shipbuilding practices at this 

time. 

 

The influence of Mediterranean and Iberian shipbuilders and craftsmen on operations in 

northern Europe began from an early period where contact between northern and southern 

shipwrights was realised both in war and trade. This is certainly possible when we look at 

the use of Venetian, Catalan and Portuguese craftsmen being paid to render repairs to eight 

Genoese carracks captured by the English in 1416 and 1417. The lack of local expertise in 

repairing these vessels necessitated the employment of carpenters and caulkers of a 

‘foreign’ country. Trade links between Genoese traders and northern centres such as 

England and Flanders saw the symbiotic emergence of the cocha or carrack, already 

mentioned above (Hutchinson 1994: 44). It is perhaps fair to say therefore that 

Mediterranean and Iberian shipbuilding and working practices were being assimilated into 

northern countries from at least the 13
th

 century. What is evident is the lack of evidence for 

timber marks of the type or scale of those seen on the Cala Culip VI. It could be suggested 

that the meagre timber marks that we find on vessels such as the Grace Dieu were the 

product of the influences of these foreign craftsmen. It is perhaps no coincidence that these 

vessels were repaired during the same period that the Grace Dieu was being built. The lack 

of any substantial archaeological evidence however, must mean that any such suggestions 

remain speculative. Possible explanations for this discrepancy in evidence for timber marks 

can perhaps be explained when we look at a further transition in shipbuilding along the 

coasts of south west Europe. 

 

The clinker tradition remained the dominant method of ship construction well into the 

medieval period in northern Europe. The developments of the ‘hulk’ and ‘cog’ type vessels 

ensured the dominance of this type in northern waters well into the 15
th

 century. Changes in 

the political, social and economic nature of shipbuilding meant that a more suitable form of 

ship construction was necessary. Although the clinker technique enabled the building of 



 33

large strong hulls, clinker vessels, particularly the size of the Grace Dieu with her triple 

planking, were expensive both in labour and materials and required a high level of skill 

amongst the workforce. This had a noticeable effect on the suitability of this type of 

construction within the economic climate of this period, further exacerbated with 

increasing shortages in timber (Rodger 1997; Steffy 1994).  

 

The development of the Iberian / Atlantic shipbuilding tradition 

By the late 15
th

 century a new development in shipbuilding was being assimilated into 

northern countries and the Mediterranean alike. Around the same period that the Grace 

Dieu was being built, shipbuilders along the Iberian coast and Brittany were building frame 

first carvel vessels known as cravels, carvels or caravels. The reasons for these 

developments probably relate to the favourable position of the Iberian coast along the 

lucrative trade route between the Mediterranean and northern Europe. Increased 

sophistication in shipbuilding by the 14
th

 century can also be explained with the abundance 

of natural resources needed to maintain a shipbuilding industry, also coupled with the 

expansive policies of countries such as Portugal and the dawn of the Age of Exploration. 

The caravel was cheap and quick to build, providing a more suitable vessel for merchant 

and military ventures alike - being faster and more manoeuvrable than the carrack. The 

speed of this assimilation varied however, and differences existed in the techniques 

employed during ship construction. This was true of Denmark which saw the introduction 

of constructional drafts and frame first methods by Scottish shipwrights as late as the end 

of the 16
th

 century (Probst 1994: 143). In northern Europe however, the carrack remained 

the principal war vessel until the latter half of the 16
th

 century. Archaeological remains for 

these vessel types such as those discovered at Red Bay in Canada illustrate the nature of 

these caravels around 1560 – 80 AD (Grenier 1988; Grenier et al 1994). What is also 

interesting is the discovery of timber marks within the archaeological record.  

 

The timber marks on the Ria de Aveiro A wreck 

The timber marks on the Ria de Aveiro A wreck (Table 2.1) were all located on floors and 

futtocks, similar to the Cala Culip VI. Due to the nature of the wreck formation, the floors 

were better preserved on the starboard side, where the first futtocks also survived. Of 

interest is the rough nature of the converted floors, which in many cases still showed 

evidence of bark and irregularities in the quality of the wood. This may be an indication of 

the scarcity in good quality timber, perhaps illustrative of the changing environmental, 
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political and socio-economic climate of the time. What was apparent however, unlike the 

Cala Culip VI, were the similarities between the construction method of the Ria de Aveiro 

A and the techniques employed in the Atlantic tradition mentioned above. The marks 

represent crudely inscribed Roman numerals and were discovered on the starboard after 

face of floor 5, the forward face of number 12 and the upper face of 15. The presence of 

these marks correlate directly with the numbering of the floors as preserved in situ and the 

sequence employed during construction, thus supporting the identification of the principal 

frame (Alves et al 2001: 21).  

 

The design and construction processes are evident in the nature of the marks as they 

survive on the remains. The first eight surviving elements of framing appear to show 

characteristics that distinguish themselves from the others. The location of the marks were 

all on the opposite faces of the timbers and inverted as seen when in situ. This suggests that 

these frames were constructed or pre-assembled as one before being attached to the keel 

(Alves et al 2001: 22).  

 

It is evident therefore that the marks in this case are location marks similar to those 

discovered on the Cala Culip VI. What has been suggested by some authors (Lavanha 1996 

cited in Monteiro 1999; Oliveira 1991 cited in Monteiro 1999) is that the numbering 

sequence other than being entirely related to the building sequence also relates to the 

design concept and the relationship to the principal or main frame. Furthermore, it is also 

stipulated that the marks bear reference to the number of rumos (a measurement suggested 

to be roughly equivalent to 1.54m) associated with the length of the keel of a vessel. 

Problems with this theory have been highlighted by Alves et al (2001) where the main 

frame is not always included in this numbering system. Indeed, the lack of archaeological 

data adds to this uncertainty, where in many cases the principal frame does not survive 

within the archaeological record. With this in mind however it is possible to gain some 

insight into the development of the use of markings where the marks not only relate to the 

building process but also to the design stages (Lavanha 1996 cited in Monteiro 1999) 

 

The timber marks on the Cais do Sodre Ship  

The timber marks discovered on the Cais do Sodre ship (Table 2.1) comprise crudely 

inscribed Roman numerals noted on floor components. These numbers were sequential, 

similar to those examples noted on the Cala Culip VI and the Ria de Aveiro A. The 
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interpretation of these marks is interesting because like the Ria de Aveiro A wreck, the 

marks seem to clearly relate to the design process and the pre-construction of the key 

frames prior to the building of the vessel. The orientation of the marks on the requisite 

timbers suggests that the marks were placed on the timbers prior to construction, probably 

during the moulding process (Figure 2.5 & Figure 2.6). In addition to the inscribed Roman 

numerals, some evidence survives in the form of inscribed lines, representing possible 

guidelines (Castro 2003). These marks could be representative of indicators inscribed on 

the timbers to help the shipwrights during the conversion of the timber components prior to 

construction. 

 

What seems apparent from the evidence presented above is the developing relationship 

between the marking of timber and the increasing connection with the design process as 

well as marks employed as location indicators for the position of frame components within 

the hull of a vessel.  

 

The early modern period 

The development and transition of shipbuilding techniques in Europe and the 

Mediterranean into the 16
th

 century marks the dawn of a new era in naval architectural 

thought and application. Arensen writes, ‘the 15
th

 and 16
th

 centuries are a watershed in 

naval architecture. From the 16
th

 century on, there are scale models and accurate drawings, 

which radically changed the profession as well as our knowledge of it.’(Arensen 1990: 55). 

 

 The Venetians and the Genoese endeavoured to improve on shipbuilding techniques into 

the 16
th 

century. In the Mediterranean, the Venetian Arsenal and galleys of Vettor Fausto 

highlighted the value of the intellectual approach to ship building, often opposed by many 

master shipwrights and politicians alike (Arensen 1990: 56). Despite this, improvements in 

the design and realisation of vessels continued, such as the method of determining the mid-

ship section of a vessel using breadth measurements along at least six locations based on 

the depth of the hull. Developments such as this were certainly an improvement on the 

methods employed a century earlier (Steffy 1994: 128). Archaeological evidence for 

Venetian and Genoese vessels is varied, although it seems evident that those vessels 

discovered to date do not reveal evidence of timber marks despite mention of the marking 

of timbers in the Venetian documents. 
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General developments in naval architecture  

The shipbuilding treatises such as the Fabrica de Galere and the Timbotta Manuscript 

highlighted above perhaps represent some of the first examples of the realisation of a vessel 

through the employment of scientific applications within a pre-construction design phase. 

The change in approach from the empirical to mathematical must have involved a long 

period of fine tuning and trial and error, necessitated by the increasing demands on 

shipbuilding in the during this period. By the 16
th

 century more uniform ship design and 

pre-conception was replacing the vernacular throughout the Mediterranean and Europe, 

exemplified by surviving Spanish and Portuguese treatises. 

 

A number of Spanish and Portuguese documents date primarily to the latter half of the 15
th

 

century to the first half of the 16
th

 century. The earliest known Spanish text is the 

‘Instruccion Nautica para navegar’ published in Mexico in 1587 by Diego Garcia de 

Palacio. Some of the earliest Portuguese treatises include the ‘Ars Nautica’ (c.1570) and 

the ‘Livro da Fabrica das Naus’ (c.1580), written by Fernando de Oliveira. Of note are 

references to the marking of hull framing in order to help locate the various components 

within the hull (Carrell 2003). The latter document gives great insight into ship design and 

rigging, including the conversion of timber. He describes the use of various rising and 

narrowing scales and illustrates a ‘graminho’, similar to the Venetian ‘meza luna’ 

(Monteiro 1999; Steffy 1994:128). Naval treatises also survive elsewhere in Europe, such 

as the ‘Fragments of English Shipwrightry’ written by Matthew Baker in the 16
th

 century 

(Steffy 1994). Unfortunately this document does not give any mention to the marking of 

timber. With this we must look at further examples from the Iberian Peninsula. 

 

The timber marks on the Pepper Wreck (Nossa Senhora dos Martires)  

Like the previous vessels, the frames of the Pepper Wreck (Table 2.1) show evidence of 

inscribed Roman numerals connected with the positioning of the pre-designed frames on 

the keel. Further marks included a number of ‘surmarks’ or guidelines, similar to those 

found on the Cais do Sodre. In this case however the lines were able to illustrate more 

clearly their use in the design and construction processes (Castro 2003:12). The marks were 

noted on the floors in the form of vertical lines illustrating the axis and edges of the keel. 

An inscribed line was noted on a floor, possibly indicating the turn of the bilge. What is of 

interest is that some of these marks were noted on the undersides of the floors and therefore 

suggest that the marks were placed on the timbers prior to construction. 
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From the remains of the vessels noted above, it seems apparent that the timber marks relate 

to three phases during the realisation of the vessel. Although very little is known about the 

construction processes of these vessels, some idea of the phases of construction can be 

inferred from the nature of the marks as identified in the archaeology. The inscribed Roman 

numerals identified on all three vessels relate to the conversion of the timbers after the 

moulding process and prior to construction. This is very often illustrated with the 

orientation of the marks which suggest that the marks were placed on the timbers before 

being attached to the keel. The evidence for surmarks however was only noted on the Cais 

do Sodre ship and the Pepper wreck. These marks appear to be represented in a number of 

processes; the design process and the moulding of the timbers prior to conversion; lines to 

help guide the craftsmen during the conversion of the timbers, and marks used as 

guidelines during construction.  

 

Despite very fragmentary and biased (lower hull) nature of remains, examples from 

medieval and early modern assemblages, particularly those of the Iberian / Atlantic 

tradition offer the best insight to date of the nature and purpose of timber marks out with 

those examples represented in the Royal Dockyards and Royal Navy from the late 17
th

 

century. Iberian timber marking practices have been discussed in relative detail (Rieth 1996 

cited in Carrel 2003) although the language barrier occludes any comprehensive discussion 

at this time. At this stage in the technological developments in shipbuilding the timber 

marks appear to be connected exclusively with the design and construction of the vessel 

and not in any obvious form with the management process within the shipyards. 

 

Developments in naval architecture in late 17
th

 century and the Master Shipwrights 

We have already seen the advances made in the science of naval architecture and in 

particular the transition from the ‘precise art’ of the vernacular shipwright to that of pre-

design and the ship plan. We are fortunate to have access to an increasing number of 

primary source materials relating to the design, building and management of ships into the 

17
th

 century. The survival of an English treatise, unfortunately compiled by an anonymous 

author, survives for the period around the first half of the 17
th

 century (Filipe Castro 2005, 

http://nautarch.tamu.edu/shiplab/, Nautical Archaeology Program, Texas A&M 

University). Similar in nature to the ‘Fragments’, this document gives useful reference to 

techniques such as whole moulding as practiced at that time. Towards the latter half of the 
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17
th

 century however we see a greater development in ship design and a more standardised 

approach to the building of naval vessels. A good number of treatises and drawings survive 

from this period including those of; Fournier (1667), Colbert (1670), Deane (1670), Witsen 

(1679), Van Ijk (1690) and Dassie (1695). These works give amazing insight into the 

nature of naval shipbuilding and also highlight the differing methods in ship construction 

throughout Europe during this period of development. Perhaps the most prominent of those 

mentioned above was Anthony Deane, who wrote his ‘Doctine of Naval Architecture’ 

around 1670 (Lavery 1981;  Castro 2005, Ship Treatises and Books: Introduction, World 

Wide Web, URL, http://nautarch.tamu.edu/shiplab/, Nautical Archaeology Program, Texas 

A&M University). In concordance with the development in naval architecture was the 

increased use of the ship plan or ship draught and the use of models to aid the shipwrights 

in the construction of vessels. 

 

The Belle 

Perhaps the most compelling evidence for timber marks to date are those represented on the 

remains of a small, late 17
th

 century naval vessel built at the newly established Dockyard at 

Rochefort. She was built as part of Robert Cavalier de la Salles’ Expedition to the New 

World which set out from La Rochelle in 1684 to seek out the mouth of the Mississippi 

River. Just two years later the Belle succumbed to a winter storm and sank off the coast of 

Texas in Metagorda Bay, in the Gulf of Mexico. The recovery of the hull gave a rare 

opportunity to study the nature of 17
th

 century shipbuilding in French contexts, made more 

significant due to the identification of the Belle as a barque longue, a vessel type 

previously unstudied (Carrell 2003: 14).  

 

The timber marks on the Belle 

The timber marks on the Belle (Table 2.1) illustrate a number of different features 

pertaining to their meaning and role in the shipbuilding process. There are three types 

represented, these being surmarks and diagonal lines, carved Roman numerals with the 

addition of upper case letters and inscribed lines with what appear to be Arabic numerals.  

 

Surmarks  

Like those discovered on earlier assemblages, the surmarks noted on the Belle appear 

primarily on the floors and futtocks. The marks appear to relate exclusively to the design 

and conception phase of the building process and several references refer to the use of 
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surmarks in the naval treatises of the 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries. The French Master Shipwright 

Blaisse Ollivier (1736) refers to the use of the marks when translating information from the 

design stage, to the moulds, and then to the frames (Carrell 2003: 352). In the case of the 

Belle, the favourable survival of the marks has given great insights into this stage of the 

ships realisation. Carrell (2003) has argued quite conclusively that the key to the 

understanding of the marks lie in the position of the ribbands in relation to the insertion of 

interior hull components where the survival of surmarks on the Belle corresponds with the 

upper and lower notched ceiling planks. What seems clear is that the evidence highlights a 

clear relationship between the surmark, the ribbands and the interior stringer. This is further 

supported by the position of the marks on the exposed faces of the frames once they are 

attached to the keel. This enables the clear transfer of information to the shipwrights during 

the placing of the ribbands and later the stringers. It is also suggested that in addition to 

acting as an aid in the conception and construction of the vessel, the surmarks also   

provided a graphic projection of the hull form, exemplified in the developments in naval 

architecture in the French Marine between 1680-85 (Carrel 2003: 355-6). 

 

Carved Roman numerals and Arabic letters  

Carved marks were noted on the keel and the individual frame components of the Belle, 

being more numerous and evident on more timbers than those noted on the earlier Iberian 

examples noted above. In the case of the keel, what is interesting is the first evidence for 

this practice as discovered in the archaeological record. The marks on the keel comprise 

Roman numerals with the addition of the letters A and D for avante (forward) and derriere 

(aft) of the main frame (Figure 2.7 and 2.8 and Plates 2.2, 2.3). Carrel re-iterates the unique 

nature of this find, not reported on any other ship assemblage to date (Carrel 2003: 197). In 

addition to the marks on the keel, Roman numeral and letter combinations were also placed 

along the centreline of the floors, indicating the location along the keel. The floors forward 

of the master frame were marked on the aft face and those aft of the master frame on the 

forward face. It is an interesting point, that similarities with the placing of the marks on the 

floors bear some direct comparisons with earlier vessels such as the Cais do Sodre. Also of 

particular interest is the marking of the main frame with an asterisk (*), also absent on 

earlier surviving examples where the main frame is either unmarked or marked with a 

number 1 ( I ) (Plate 2.4). The more comprehensive and complex nature of the markings is 

shown with the addition of marks on the ends of the floors and the use of the letters T and 

B along with the relevant Roman numeral for each frame station along the keel. These 
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letters denote which side of the vessel the timbers are to be placed, these being babord 

(port) and tribord (starboard) (Plates 2.5 and 2.6). These marks were also discovered on 

the lower ends of the second futtocks where they butt against the floor (Carrel 2003: 201). 

 

Inscribed lines and Arabic numerals  

A group of inscribed lines and what appear to be Arabic numerals were noted on the inner 

face of a ceiling plank. These curious marks, similar in nature to those noted on the Copper 

wreck (see previous chapter), are located next to a scarf joint. Carrel (2003) has tentatively 

interpreted the inscribed lines as an ‘indicator’ to guide the shipwright with an adjacent 

plank designation. Alternatively, it is also suggested that the tip of the V acts as a ‘pointer’, 

indicating the future location of a notched ceiling plank located around the turn of the 

bilge. It could also be suggested however that the marks represent Roman numerals, 

possibly the number 6 (VI). In addition to the inscribed lines were also discovered a set of 

what look like the arabic numerals 9 and 6, possibly representing the number 96.  

 

Reasons for the increased number and complexity of marks may be explained due to the 

fast expanding nature of the dockyard at Rochefort and the transition from a skilled, 

vernacular tradition to the science of the naval architect and the ship plan. The discovery of 

the Belle is particularly significant in the study of timber marking. She exhibits a more 

complex suite of marking which illustrates a number of key developments in the design and 

building of vessels at this time, particularly in naval shipbuilding establishments. The Belle 

illustrates the clear symbiotic link between the increasing complexity in ship design and the 

increased industrialisation of the shipyards. There was also a need, in a busy and hectic 

environment, for the effective transferral of information between the workforce. The use of 

simple letters and Roman numerals ensured that information could be transferred to a 

largely illiterate workforce (Carrel 2003: 14). The latter point is certainly true of all the 

assemblages noted thus far, certainly from the medieval period onwards. Indeed, the 

question of literacy and numeracy within the dockyard workforce is an important issue and 

becomes critical in understanding the developments of timber marks from the late 17
th

 

century.  

  

Although it is reasonable to suggest that the timber marks found on the Belle are the 

products of working processes in the Royal Dockyard at Rochefort, it is still uncertain as to 

which marks were realised in what particular process. Carrel states that the determination 
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of this aspect of the timber marks assemblage is almost impossible (Carrel 2003: 221). 

Never the less, some suggestions can be presented in this respect. What seems clear is that 

the building of a vessel such as the Belle included at least five separate working ‘phases’, 

these being: the design stage; the conception of the design onto moulds and the transfer 

onto timber components such as the frames; the conversion of the hull components; the 

pre-assembly of key components such as the main frames, and lastly the construction of 

these components onto the vessel. From this it is possible to attempt to ascertain the stages 

at which the marks are placed onto the timbers. 

 

i) The design stage – it may be the case that marks placed on the plan are 

translated into the conception phase, for example station numbers for each 

frame and key surmarks. 

ii) The moulding process – Many of the surmarks pertaining to the design and 

shape of the vessel will have been placed onto the timbers at this stage, 

perhaps translated from graduated moulds in determining the position of 

ribbands and stringers, the turn of the bilge and the position of adjoining 

components. 

iii) Conversion – It is at this stage of the process that the individual components 

that comprise compound structures such as the frames will have been 

converted by the sawyers. This may also be true of other hull timbers such 

as deck structures and planking. Upon conversion it is likely that each 

timber will have been marked to help the shipwrights during the pre-

assembly and assembly phases. 

iv) Pre-assembly – At this stage the main frames and key components are 

prepared and constructed prior to being attached to the keel. The various 

timbers will have been identified through the respective marks and 

assembled by the shipwrights. 

v) Construction of the vessel – The Album de Colbert (1670) clearly illustrates 

this process, which comprises many stages. It is likely therefore that timbers 

were marked throughout construction to aide the shipwrights. The laying of 

the keel is the first stage, and as is the case with the Belle, the keel is 

numbered with Roman numerals and the letters A or D to indicate the 

stations for the individual frame allocations. The subsequent frames are then 

mated with their designated position indicated by the marks on the pre-
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assembled components. Further aides to assembly include guidelines or 

‘markers’ (similar to surmarks) to show where timbers are located in 

relation to each other in the hull. 

 

The timber marks, like those mentioned above, highlight the design and conception, 

construction and assembly of a vessel on the Atlantic coast of France during this period. It 

has been suggested by Carrel (2003) that the notion of timber marking, mentioned by 

individuals such as Oliveira and Lavanha, originated as a regional practice within the 

Mediterranean and Iberian sphere, culminating in the spread of the practice to French 

shipbuilding centres such as Toulon and Rochefort. The marks discovered on the Belle 

seem to illustrate this development from the earlier examples of timber marks seen on 

vessels such as the Cala Culip VI, Ria de Aveiro A, Cais do Sodre and Pepper wreck.  

 

The discovery of the Belle is particularly significant as the vessel represents the earliest 

known evidence for timber marks on a naval vessel dating to the modern period. The marks 

highlight transitions in ship design and construction with the use of numerals and letters on 

a large number of hull components including planking. Furthermore, the timber marks 

seem to illustrate the influence of Mediterranean and Iberian practices. This point is 

important because although some evidence of timber marking does exist within north 

European assemblages, examples have yet to be discovered that are consistent with the 

scale of those discovered on the Belle (Carrel 2003: 305).  

 

The development of the Ship of the Line in the late 17
th

 century 

The most important naval vessel from the latter half of the 17
th

 century was the ‘Ship of the 

Line’, defined as such by their size and weight of armament. In the 17
th

 century the British 

ships built for the navy produced the first ‘ships of the line’, perfected and championed 

during the late 17
th

 century and Pepys shipbuilding program of 1677. These vessels 

comprised three types; the 1
st
 Rate three deckers of 100 guns; the slightly smaller three 

deckers of 90 guns; and the two deckers of 70 guns. The navy were also to develop further 

variations on these three main types, these being the small three deckers of 80 guns and the 

two decker 50s and 60s. These latter types were seen to be ‘ill proportioned’ and poor 

sailers. The smaller 70s were the better of a bad bunch although like their smaller cousins 

the 50s and 60s they carried a smaller weight of armament (Lavery 1991).   
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The lack of archaeological evidence for late 17
th

 century timber marks in English and 

North European contexts  

It is interesting to note that of the limited archaeological evidence for timber marking on 

naval vessels found in northern European waters that date to the latter half of the 17
th

 

century, only one solitary mark has been discovered to date on the remains of HMS 

Hazardous (1698). Despite the discoveries of 17
th

 century naval vessels such as HMS 

Dartmouth (1655) (Martin 1978) examples of timber marks remain illusive. It seems to be 

the case that despite the influx of Mediterranean and Iberian shipbuilding influences from 

the late 15
th

 century, extensive evidence for the practice of marking timbers remains aloof. 

It has been suggested that the practice may well represent a regional phenomenon, only 

found within the Mediterranean, Iberian Peninsula and the immediate environs such as the 

Atlantic coast of France (Carrel 2003). The reasons for this are uncertain, but it is likely 

that differences in shipbuilding practices account for this phenomenon. It has already been 

established that although French, Dutch and English shipbuilding practices developed from 

Mediterranean and Iberian roots, there were two building methods that resulted. The 

English and Dutch used slightly different methods to construct their vessels using a 

technique called ‘whole moulding’.   

 

HMS Hazardous   

HMS Hazardous or Hazardeux was a 3
rd

 Rate ship of the line built by the French at Port 

Louis in 1698 (Table 2.1).  She was subsequently captured in an action in the English 

Channel by a Royal Naval Squadron under the command of Admiral Sir Cloudsley Shovell 

in 1703.  After the action she was towed to Portsmouth harbour where she was rebuilt and 

fitted out for Royal Naval service six months later as a 4
th

 Rate. In November 1706 

Hazardous was caught by a violent storm in the English Channel and finding herself on a 

lee shore was wrecked off the Sussex coast. The remains of the vessel were discovered by 

divers in 1977 after which an archaeological investigation entailed in 1986. In addition to 

numerous artefacts and cannon were the remains of sections of the hull including frame 

timbers. During the survey of the hull, carved marks were discovered, one of which was 

found on an exposed frame. The mark is interesting because it reveals an inscribed circle 

with a cross (Owen 1988). The interpretation of the mark was initially inconclusive 

although it is suggested here that in fact the mark might be highly significant. The 

characteristics of the carved mark and the discovery of the circle and cross on a frame 

component may indicate a connection with information provided on ship draughts used 
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during the design process of vessels during this period. Evidence for the use of the symbol 

discovered on the hull frame can be directly related to the symbol used on ship draughts 

denoting the position of the main frame located in the midships section of the hull. If this 

assumption is correct then we have the first evidence for the connection between the design 

and building processes for Royal Naval vessels. The absence of extensive data to 

corroborate this finding is somewhat frustrating but never the less offers tantalising 

evidence, albeit limited, for timber marks directly related to the design process and marking 

practices of the Royal Dockyards during this period. It is also interesting that further 

remains of Royal Naval ships dating to this period have not revealed evidence of timber 

marks.   

 

Conclusion 

This Chapter has given a brief outline of the developments in ship construction and the 

available evidence for the marking of timber from the archaic period to the end of the 17
th

 

century. The discussion has included the relationships between the marking of timbers and 

the techniques and processes of ship construction, particularly evident in the archaeological 

remains from the medieval period. Developments in scientific applications in shipbuilding 

at the beginning of the early modern period resulted in the more extensive use of timber 

marks, not only in the construction process but also in the pre-construction design phase, 

and are well represented in the archaeological record of the Iberian Peninsula during this 

informative period. The late 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries represent a period of further 

developments, particularly in the transition of the ‘precise art’ of the vernacular  shipwright 

to that of pre-design and the ship plan, indicated by the developments during this period in 

naval architecture. The evidence from the Belle crowns this development, indicated in the 

increase in timber marking towards the end of the 17
th

 century, highlighting the dominance 

of the practice in the Iberian and Atlantic shipbuilding tradition. Other than the limited 

marks discovered on HMS Hazardous the absence of similar marking practices in 

northwest Europe in the same period has also been highlighted. This is possibly explained 

due to the slightly different practices used in ship construction and the varying practices of 

the shipwrights and shipbuilding establishments. In the next Chapter it will become clear 

that the extensive developments of the Royal Dockyards in the 18
th

 century promulgated 

the increased standardisation in shipbuilding and the development of Dockyard 

administration, particularly systems relevant to the increasing requirement for control in the 

management of timber.  
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CHAPTER 3 – The 18
th

 century: The Royal Dockyards and the marking of timber 

 

 

The last chapter highlighted the background to the development of timber marking within the 

shipbuilding process up to the end of the 17
th

 century. The increased development of timber 

marking from the medieval period, especially in the Mediterranean, culminated in the more 

complex employment of timber marking evident in the ‘Atlantic’ tradition of the Iberian 

Peninsula from the 15
th

 century. The Iberian shipbuilding influences saw the gradual 

dissemination of this tradition throughout northern Europe and the Mediterranean where the 

method became common practice by the end of the 17
th

 century. This chapter will outline the 

increasing development and reform of the Royal Dockyards with regard to the increase in the 

organisation and standardisation of the shipbuilding process, particularly in relation to the 

increased use of timber marking, not only within the shipbuilding itself, but also within the 

management of timber and the associated working practices.  

 

Although permanent naval shipbuilding facilities were already in existence by the 17
th

 century, 

such as the Arsenal at Venice, it was not until the latter half of this century and the beginning 

of the 18
th

 century that we see the rapid development of large naval shipbuilding 

establishments, especially in France, England, Holland and Spain. The development of the 

navy during this period was promulgated by the necessity for a substantial fleet to carry out 

naval operations during a period of constant conflict between Britain and her European 

neighbours. In order to augment the size of the fleet, the establishments charged with building 

and maintaining the various classes of ship were also subject to a dramatic increase in 

facilities, manpower and materials throughout the first half of the 18
th

 century (Baugh 1965; 

Haas 1994). The balance between the size of the fleet and the capability of the shore 

establishments to maintain it were adversely affected however. Indeed, Rodger states that ‘by 

the end of the 7 years war the fleet had grown… to a theoretical size of nearly 150 ships of the 

line, but with the limited exception of Portsmouth and Plymouth, the Dockyards remained 

virtually unaltered since Queen Anne’s reign’ (Rodger 1993: 132). Attempts to rectify this 

problem were instigated by a number of prominent individuals, resulting in the reform of the 

Navy establishment and the dockyards in the latter half of the 18
th

 century. As we shall see 

attempts were made to devise systems within naval and particularly dockyard administration 

and working practices to plan, report and account for timber stores. 
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The development of the Royal Dockyards 

The development of the Royal Dockyards as an industrial entity began in earnest in the first 

half of the 16
th

 century and by the end of the 18
th

 century they constituted the largest industrial 

organisation in the western world (Coad 1987). The six main yards that were to develop into 

the principal Royal Dockyards were Deptford, Woolwich, Sheerness, Chatham, Portsmouth 

and Plymouth (Figure 3.1) (MacDougall 1982). The transition from an ad hoc navy in the 

medieval period to the beginnings of a standing navy in the late 15
th

 century meant the 

emergence of shore establishments to provide support for the maintenance of the growing fleet. 

Indeed, during the reign of Henry VIII these small establishments were put on a more 

permanent footing. Of the six principal dockyards Deptford and Portsmouth were in existence 

by the late 15
th

 century, where the latter was established as an assembly point and supply depot 

for operations to the Continent. Woolwich had emerged into a shore establishment by the 

beginning of the 16
th

 century and had undergone a number of enlargements by 1546. Chatham 

developed in the reign of Elizabeth I and wharves and storehouses were built after 1567. By the 

time of the restoration Chatham became the nation’s most important dockyard. Sheerness 

became an extension of Chatham and by the beginning of the 18
th

 century had acquired its own 

suite of docks, wharves and storehouses. The unhealthy aspect of the yard however limited it to 

wartime duties, changing little by the end of the 18
th

 century. Plymouth was the last of the six 

major dockyards to develop and like Portsmouth grew in response to the need for a western 

base (Morriss 1983; Baugh 1965). Increasing demands of the Navy saw the development of the 

Yards, particularly in the latter half of the 18
th

 century. The decayed and ruinous state of the 

Yards noted by Egmont after the visitations of 1764 led to plans for the improvement of 

Portsmouth, Plymouth and Sheerness (the other eastern Yards were omitted due to their 

declining strategic importance) under the auspices of Sir Thomas Slade, the Surveyor at that 

time. The plans for Sheerness were never carried out but Plymouth and Portsmouth were 

nearing completion by 1786, perhaps becoming the most impressive naval arsenals anywhere 

in Europe. Some of the plans proposed by Slade were abandoned due to ‘extravagance’, and 

the money spent instead on the improvement of Deptford, Woolwich and Sheerness, in 

addition to the building of two slips at Portsmouth, Plymouth, Chatham and Deptford and one 

at Sheerness for building Frigates (Haas 1994: 42-3).  
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The organisation of the Royal Dockyards and the management of timber in the 18
th

 

century 

The nature of management within the Royal Dockyards cannot be fully understood unless we 

first look at the group of Officials responsible for them. The system of organisation in the 

Dockyards, much like the rest of Europe in the 18
th

 century was based around a high degree of 

centralisation and the collective control of authority and responsibility. The hierarchy of 

command was three tiered and consisted of the Admiralty Board, the Navy Board and the 

Principal Officers within each dockyard. The Admiralty Board consisted of a number of 

ministers usually appointed under political influence, and their principal responsibility lay with 

Naval Administration and policy making. The Navy Board were a civil commission and were 

responsible directly to the Admiralty Board. The main responsibility of this Board was the civil 

administration of the Yards, excepting the responsibilities of the Sick and Hurt Board and 

Victualling Board. The leading officials were the 1
st
 Lord in the case of the Admiralty and the 

Comptroller in the case of the Navy Board (Haas 1994: 7; Knight 1987; Rodger 1979).   

 

The Dockyards were under the supervision of the Commissioner who really held little 

influence in the day to day running of the Yards  but acted as a liaison between the Navy Board 

and the dockyard officers. The officer who maintained the most influence was the Master 

Shipwright and his Department was responsible for the construction, repair and maintenance of 

all ships and structures within the Yard. Each Master Shipwright had one or two (depending on 

the Yard) Assistant Master Shipwrights and a Master Attendant. The principal officers were 

appointed by the Admiralty unlike the inferior officers in their charge. These officers included 

the Clerk of Survey who was responsible for the accounting of dockyard stores; the Clerk of 

Cheque responsible for the payment of wages and accounts and the Storekeeper whose job it 

was to organise the receipt, issue and storage of dockyard stores. 

 

The inferior or junior officers were numerous due to the scale of the department the most 

senior of which was the Foreman of the Yard. He supervised the construction, repair and 

maintenance within the yard and was assisted by the Quartermen who in turn supervised and 

inspected the work of twenty shipwrights known as a ‘gang’. These gangs were by far the most 

numerous within the workforce, closely followed by the labourers and sawyers. Other inferior 

officers included the Boatswain of the Yard, Master Boatmaker, Master Caulker, Master 

Mastmaker and Masters of house carpenters, bricklayers, joiners and smiths, sailmakers and 

ropemakers (Haas 1994:10).    
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Shipbuilding in the Royal Dockyards in the 18
th

 century 

Naval Shipbuilding in the 18
th

 century was, in principle, not too dissimilar to that of the 

previous century. In the field of naval architecture and shipbuilding the work of Deane was 

soon to be augmented by additional British Authors such as Sutherland (1711), Murray Mungo 

(1754) and Stalkaart (1781) in the 18
th

 century; and Charnock (1800-02), Steel (1804), 

Blackburn (1817) and Fincham (1821; 1850) into the first half of the 19
th

 century. These 

treatises can tell us much about the methods of shipbuilding and also highlight technological 

developments - especially towards the end of the 18
th

 century and the beginning of the 19
th

 

century. In addition, the influence and expertise of Navy Surveyors such as Slade (1755-1771), 

Seppings (1813-32) and Symmonds (1832-1847) were also to play a crucial part in this 

development. The sources consulted for ship construction during this period include works 

based on contemporary sources such as that of Blaisse Ollivier (Roberts 1992) and Marmeduke 

Stalkaart (Dodds & Moore 1984); and secondary sources by prominent maritime scholars, such 

as Goodwin (1987; 1998), Lavery (1991), Nepean-Longridge (1977), White (1984) and 

Boudriot (1992), who have written extensively on the subject of ship construction during this 

period. While a high percentage of the illustrations within this study are derived from primary 

sources, the illustrations to support the discussion on shipbuilding here have relied on 

secondary sources such as Dodds and Moore (1984). The sources used help to show the 

characteristics of the various aspects of shipbuilding more clearly. 

 

By the early 18
th

 century the developments of the British in ship design in the previous century 

were dogged by ‘poor design’ – a situation that was to remain until the middle of the 18
th

 

century.  The French and Spanish were the ‘developers’ in ship design in the first half of the 

18
th

 century. The French aimed to design ships that could excel through their individual 

strengths resulting in the design of the two decker 74 – the mainstay of naval warfare into the 

19
th

 century. In principal the 74 gun ship was the creation of the Premier Maitre de 

Charpentier, where French builders were given ‘free rein’ in the design of ships from their 

superiors at the Ministry of Marine in Paris. In contrast, the design of British vessels was 

restricted to sets of regulations known as the ‘Establishments’ which specified the sizes and 

dimensions of all naval vessels and their constituent parts. These Establishments were 

introduced from 1705 and later modified in 1719, 1733 and 1745. Indeed, the 1745 

Establishment included the provision of detailed plans for each class of vessel. Further 

hindrance to developments in design during this period was the practice of ‘rebuilding’, where 
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old vessels were rebuilt under the same name using serviceable timber from the original vessel. 

In addition, vessels that were taken out of service were simply replaced with a vessel of exactly 

the same class and dimensions (Lavery 1991). 

 

The results of the Austrian War of Succession (1739-48) were to change this situation with the 

capture of a number of the more favourably designed French and Spanish ships, such as the 

French 74 Invincible and the Spanish 70 gun ship Princessa. The Invincible was taken into the 

service and her favourable qualities were immediately recognised by her captors. With war 

looming in 1755 the navy began to develop their own version of the 74 under British designers 

such as Slade and Bately. Although the ensuing Dublin, Hero and Bellona classes were based 

on the French designs, it was not until 1757 that two British-built 74s the Triumph and the 

Valiant, were built to the lines of Invincible (probably on account of the then 1
st
 Lord 

Boscowen’s love of Invincible, on which he had served) (Lavery 1991).The change in the 

fortunes of British ship design from the middle of the 18
th

 century allowed the continuation of 

prominent designers such as Slade. Although innovations in the construction of vessels 

continued to be introduced the general nature of ship design remained but little changed until 

the developments of the 19
th

 century.  

 

Draughts & Models 

The developments in Naval Architecture towards the late 17
th

 century meant that by this time 

most Royal Naval vessels were realised in a plan or ‘ship draught’ – a standard practice in the 

navy by the beginning of the 18
th

 century. The Master Shipwrights produced the plans in the 

first half of the 18
th

 century after which the plans were produced by the Surveyor and his 

Assistants at the Navy Board (Lavery 1991). Another aid in disseminating the design of a 

vessel was through the provision of ‘solids’ or ship models. These models would provide the 

builder with a more detailed rendition of the vessel and were in widespread use by the 

beginning of the 18
th

 century (Franklin 1989). The following description of the ship draught is 

intended to aid the reader in later discussions concerning the links between the ship draught 

and timber marks noted among the archaeological assemblages (Chapter 8 & 9) and that of 

HMS Hazardous in Chapter 2. 

 

The ship’s draught was a means by which the Master Shipwright and his subordinates could 

ascertain the shape and dimensions of a particular vessel ordered to be built at their respective 

Yards. To determine the three dimensional shape of the vessel from the draughts, the vessel 
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was drawn in three aspects. These included the profile of the vessel known as the ‘sheer 

draught’; below this was the starboard half of the vessel in plan, called a ‘half breadth’; to the 

left of these was drawn a series of sections at regular intervals through the hull of the vessel – 

divided down the middle showing the sections from the bow to the right and from the stern to 

the left. Most draughts during this period were drawn to a scale of 4ft to 1 inch or 1/48 (Figure 

3.2). In addition to these were further draughts. These included the Draught of Inboard Works 

which illustrated the details of the inside of the vessel, usually showing the inside elevation of 

the port side; Deck plans showing the various decks within a vessel in plan; The full outline of 

the deck extended to the outside of the frames, and therefore showed the rough location of gun 

ports and the thickness of the hull; and the Disposition of Frame and Planking Expansions 

showing the disposition of a ships framing and the positions and run of both deck and hull 

planking (Figure 3.3) (Lavery 1991; White 1984). 

 

Building a wooden warship 

The following describes in simplistic terms how a naval ship during the 18
th

 and early 19
th

 

century was constructed. To this end it is hoped that the explanation of the process and the use 

of the terms described for different ship components will allow for a clearer understanding of 

the ship components discussed among the assemblages in the later Chapters. It is realised here 

that some of the discussion will overlap with that on the marking of timber and the working 

practices of the Royal Dockyards discussed below. 

 

Timber 

Timber supplies to the Royal Dockyards were procured through contracts from the Royal 

Forests through the direction of the Surveyor General of Woods from the Navy Board on the 

one hand and Private Landowners and their Agents on the other. A number of different species 

of timber were required for shipbuilding and other works in the Yards, the principal of which 

included oak, elm, beech and fir (used to describe all species of softwood including pine and 

spruce). Timber was also obtained from other domestic and foreign sources although in the 

case of oak, home-grown supplies were always favoured over foreign species. Foreign sources 

included masts and plank from the Baltic and masts from North America. Once the timber was 

felled, it was provided for the Yards in a number of converted forms. The two main types 

included ‘straight’ timber and ‘compass’ timber (the curved parts of trees such as the crooks of 

branches) – the latter of which was much more difficult to procure and that caused increasing 

problems later with the increasing demands on shipbuilding in the 18
th

 century (Figure 3.4). 
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The types of converted timber included ‘rough’ timber which comprised the log of the tree 

after the branches and bark were removed; square or hewn timber’ which provided a log 

roughly squared with an axe; ‘sided timber’, usually squared and sawn to a constant thickness 

and width through its length, and various thicknesses of timber such as ‘thickstuff’ (thickness 

more than 4 inches but less than 12), ‘plank’ (between 1 ½ inches and 4 inches) and ‘Board’ 

(under 1 ½ inches thickness) (White 1984). Timber was sold by the ‘load’ which equalled 

approximately 50 cubic feet or one ton in weight - it took approximately 5500 loads to build a 

1
st
 Rate 100; 3000 loads to build a 3

rd
 Rate 74 and 2000 loads to build a 4

th
 Rate 50 (Lavery 

1991: 57). These loads were transported by horse and cart to the Yards usually by roads (for 

short distances) and then via a local water source (usually by barge or lighter) – which was by 

far the cheapest form of carriage during this period. Timber from foreign sources would then 

be transported by ship to the several Yards. The timber would be received into the Yards and 

stored ready for use – discussed further below and in Chapter 4. 

 

Moulding and Conversion 

Once the construction of a ship had been ordered to be built, the ship draughts (and sometimes 

a model) were provided for the information of the Master Shipwright at the Dockyard. The 

information was then transferred to full size ‘moulds’ (usually ¾ inch fir boards) for each 

individual component of the ships frame. This process was carried out in the Mould Loft a fine 

example of which, built in 1753 survives above the Mast House at Chatham Historic Dockyard 

(Coad 1987). The moulds were then taken to the timber piles where suitable timber would be 

selected for conversion (Figure 3.5).  

 

The conversion of timber from the piles was cut to the desired rough dimensions by pairs of 

sawyers at the saw pits – one sawyer pulling the saw from below and the other from on top of 

the timber (Figure 3.6). Once this was done the timber was then ready for the shipwrights to 

‘mould’ the timber into the required shape. The tools of the Shipwright were varied and 

included an axe and adze for trimming and ‘dubbing out’ timber; various drills and an augur 

for drilling holes; chisels, gouges, various hammers and a maul. In addition, the contemporary 

sources of the period give reference to ‘drag’ or ‘racing’ knives which were used by the 

shipwright (also noted amongst the sawyers tools) to inscribe information of various kinds onto 

the timber (Figure 3.7) (Dodds & Moore 1984).  
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The building slip 

Ships were constructed on a slip which was an open area inclined towards the water into which 

the vessel would be launched. In the case of larger vessels, the ship would be constructed in a 

dock and floated out upon completion. Fine examples of both forms of building platform can 

be observed at Chatham. A line of large blocks were placed along the centre line of the slip or 

dock upon which the keel would be placed. Alongside the slip were erected platforms and a 

ramp to allow access for the various works during construction. In addition, vertical posts were 

placed around the edge of the slip, into which were cut ‘steps’ forming the basis for scaffolding 

used for access by the workmen during construction. Sheers or posts were erected at each end 

of the slip to allow a system of ropes to be run along the length of the ship. In this way tackles 

could be attached to the rope at any point to raise the heavy ship components, such as frames, 

into place (Figure 3.8) (Dodds & Moore 1984; Lavery 1991).  

 

Keel, stem and stern (transom) arrangements 

The keel, usually of elm, was the first element to be lain down on the central block of the slip 

or dock. This comprised a number of lengths of timber that were joined together by means of 

‘scarphs’. Scarph joints comprised various types, the most appropriate being employed for the 

various components to be joined. The keel tapered slightly towards each end and a ‘rabbet’ or 

‘rebate’ was cut along the two upper edges into which the first plank or ‘garboard strake’ 

would be attached. At this point the curved stem post comprising a number of elements 

scarphed together and the stern arrangement (including the transom) were raised and attached 

to the keel, including further timbers called ‘deadwoods’ (the cant frames at the bow and the 

fashion pieces at the stern would be attached to these) that were attached to the stem (or the 

apron) and stern posts and the top of the keel. A rebate was also cut into the upper edges of 

these to continue the run of the planking from the keel (Figure 3.9).    

 

Frame, wales (harpins) and ribbands 

Once the keel, stem, stern and associated deadwoods were complete the vessel was now ready 

to receive the frame timbers and assume a more 3-dimensional shape. The ships frame 

comprised a single string of transverse timbers forming the shape of the ships hull. Due to the 

complex curves inherent in the shape of the frame, a series of individual frame components 

called ‘floors’ and ‘futtocks’ were joined together to form the complete frame. As we shall see, 

the principal frames were located at ‘joint’ or ‘joint lines’ and were bolted together. The 
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composition of these two frames together was called a ‘bend’. The ‘bend’ formed the most 

important part of the hull structure, due to the ‘double’ frame composition. In order to maintain 

strength in the ‘bend’ the components of each separate bend were alternated or lapped; one 

frame comprising the floor (which crossed the keel), 2
nd

 futtock and 4
th

 futtock; the other frame 

comprising the 1
st
 futtock, 3

rd
 futtock and top timber (the number of frame components 

required depended on the size of the vessel). The ‘bends’ or double frames were placed along 

the joint lines as indicated by the ship draught. The joint line was the line along the two 

adjoining faces of the frames forming the bend. The distance between the two joint lines of 

adjacent bends was equal to twice the ‘room and space’; this gap was filled in by further single 

frames called ‘filling frames’ (usually two filling frames, although it might include several 

filling frames around the midships area). Half the siding of a bend and a filling frame made up 

the ‘room’, and the space was the distance between the two, less the sided dimensions of both. 

The ship framing that sat at right angles to the keel are called ‘square frames’. Towards each 

end of the vessel where there is more pronounced curvature the frames were placed at an angle, 

or ‘cant’. The frames in this position were thus termed ‘cant frames’ and in other respects 

followed the same pattern of bend and filling frame as the square frames. In the places where 

the frames did not cross the keel and those that extended downwards to the deadwood, these 

frames were also known as ‘half timbers’. Forward of the cant frames in the bow, where the 

shape is particularly bluff, was a space in which it was not possible to continue the run of cant 

frames due to the awkward angles that would be required of the timbers to the perpendicular. 

To remedy this problem the space (usually around 6 feet between the stem post and the nearest 

cant frame) was filled with timbers - similar in dimensions to the other frames - called hawse 

pieces, into which the hawse holes were cut.  

 

The ‘raising’ of the frames was then carried out employing a particular order. The first 

components to be attached to the keel were the floor timbers and half timbers. During this stage 

the rest of the frames, including the 1
st
, 2

nd
, 3

rd
, 4

th
 futtocks, top timbers and end pieces were 

bolted together on site. The first frames to be fitted were the double frames or bends that were 

placed so as to form the edges of the gun ports, usually starting amidships and working forward 

and aft. The port sills (the top and bottom edges) of the gun ports were added next and then the 

spaces between the bends filled with the filling frames.  The chocks used to strengthen the 

joins between the futtocks were not added at this point to allow the frame to season better. 

Once the majority of the frame had been raised, the keelson was bolted over the floors and 1
st
 

futtocks to the keel below (the keelson was similar in dimensions to the keel). To ensure that 
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the framing remained secure, ribbands (along the square frames) and harpins (at each end of 

the hull) were attached along the length of the frames on the outside of the hull in positions 

dictated by the ship draught. In addition, cross spalls were placed across the vessel and 

attached to the frames on each side. These were relatively light timbers that carried out the job 

of the deck beams before their insertion. These would be placed across each joint line and 

marked with the requisite position. The outside of the hull would also be supported by a series 

of timber ‘shores’ to provide added stability of the hull structure. Thus the hull framing of the 

vessel was complete (Figure 3.10, 3.11 & 3.12). 

   

Planking (internal and external) 

The planking was the next stage of the construction process and this was done on both the 

inside and outside of the hull. The type of timber used for the planking varied. Very often oak 

and pine were used although much of the planking below the waterline was of elm. Planking 

ran in rows from the bow to the stern, comprising sections of individual planks, forming what 

was called a ‘strake’. The place at which the planks met end to end was called a ‘butt’. The 

planking was also staggered so that the joints between planks above and below each other were 

not in the same place. This was done to avoid any weakness in the hull. Planking also varied in 

thickness in different parts of the hull, especially the ‘wales’ that comprised a run of 

‘thickstuff’ along the length of the ship at the maximum breadth (below the lower gun ports on 

a one or two decked ship) called the ‘main wale’, and the ‘channel wale’ above. The planking 

either side of the wales were slightly thicker than the rest and were gradually fared to the same 

thickness as the remainder of the planking. This planking was known as ‘diminishing strakes’. 

All planking below the waterline was of even thickness to create a smooth surface. Towards 

the bow and the stern the cross-section of the vessel diminished which meant that the widths of 

the plank had to be reduced. This was not so pronounced at the stern, but at the bow where the 

planking had to meet the stem post at a much sharper angle many of the planks ended before 

reaching the stem. In this instance the planks were narrowed and the surrounding planking was 

cut to fit. These planks were known as ‘stealers’. The final plank next to the keel was called the 

‘garboard strake’ and was made of elm. After 1779 the garboard strake along with the six 

planks above were left out during construction to allow for drainage and building detritus to 

fall out (Lavery 1991).  The planking was attached to the hull using metal bolts (of yellow 

metal below the waterline) and wooden pegs or ‘treenails’ which were wedged at both ends to 

make them tight. 
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The inside of the vessel was also planked, the first being the clamps which were thicker 

elements that supported the deck beams, comprising several individual components. The 

internal planking in the hold was known as the ‘footwalling’ or ‘ceiling’ and comprised 

planking of various thicknesses, the thickest of which was that placed over the joints of the 

futtocks. The remaining planking was on the whole of equal thickness and followed the line of 

the decks, usually placed once the deck beams had been added. The exception to this was the 

two strakes of thicker planking below the gun ports and the ‘waterway’ of the deck planking 

called ‘spirketting’.   

 

Internal strengthening (hooks, knees, riders) 

In order to give the hull added strength, a system of internal bracing was applied over the 

internal planking. In the area around midships this consisted of a system of timbers called 

‘riders’. These continued at intervals from the hold to the upper works of the ship. In the bow a 

system of separate components called ‘breasthooks’ were fitted. These were placed at right 

angles to the stem post. The highest components (placed beneath each deck) were known as 

‘deck hooks’. In the stern, similar timbers were used to add strength and comprised ‘crutches’ 

(placed over the deadwood between the mizzen mast and the stern post) and ‘transom knees’ 

angled between the deck transom and the side of the ship (Figure 3.13). 

 

The decks 

The deck beams were very important elements of the structure of the ship as they supported the 

weight of guns and brace the hull against the pressure of the water. The number of decks on a 

vessel varied according the size; a 1
st
 Rate 100 had six decks; a 3

rd
 Rate 74 had 5 and a frigate 

had 4. In addition the function of decks also varied, the most important being the gun deck on 

which was housed the main armament of the ship. The basic types of deck from the top down 

included the Poop deck and forecastle, Quarter deck; Gun deck (Larger classes of vessel had 

more than one gun deck) or Upper deck, Berthing (the living space for the crew) deck or 

Lower deck, and the Orlop deck (and platforms in the case of smaller vessels such as Frigates). 

Deck beams were often constructed using several pieces, as the width of the vessel was too 

wide to allow for the use of a single piece – especially in the larger class of vessel. In this 

instance the components were scarphed and bolted together becoming a ‘compound’ beam. In 

areas of the deck where the internal structures such as hatchways, masts and capstans occluded 

the use of a full beam, there was a shorter, curved beam called a ‘half’ beam. This started from 
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the side of the vessel and curved either forward or aft to join the adjacent beam. To fill the 

spaces between the beams were added timbers of slightly smaller dimensions. These comprise 

‘carlings’ placed at intervals across the deck and running fore and aft which were checked into 

the deck beams. Similarly, smaller timbers called ‘ledges’ were checked into the ‘carlings’ and 

ran athwart ship. In some cases the Carlings would form the edges of hatchways, mast partners 

and capstan joists.  

 

Knees 

Knees were also important components in adding strength to the hull of a ship, also forming an 

important part of the deck structure. These components were essentially L-shaped, converted 

from the curved ‘compass’ timber acquiring the shape required whilst maintaining strength. 

Knees comprised three different types. The first were bolted to the end of the beam and the 

side of the hull and hung vertically, called ‘hanging knees. The second were lain horizontally 

between the deck beams and were called ‘lodging knees’. The third type known as ‘standards’ 

were similar to hanging knees but were placed above the deck beams instead of below. All 

three types of knee helped to support the deck structures and maintain rigidity in the hull 

against the twisting motion while at sea. Knees were also placed in the bow and the stern. 

 

Deck planking  

The deck planking was placed side by side and ran the length of the ship. The first planks to be 

lain were the ‘waterways’ which comprised a run of planking along the edge of the deck and 

connected with the planking of the side of the ship. The remainder of the deck planking was of 

equal thickness and lain at intervals similar to the hull planking. The only exceptions were the 

‘binding’ strakes which were positioned either side of the hatchways towards the centreline of 

the ship. These planks were 1 inch thicker than the rest of the deck planking and were recessed 

into the beams to maintain a flush deck. The plank was attached to the beams by deck spikes 

and to the ledges by treenails.  

 

At this point the basic construction of the vessel was complete. It was now the turn of the other 

tradesmen in the Yards, such as the joiners, caulkers and painters to begin work. The joiners 

fitted the internal bulkheads, cabins and store rooms. The caulkers ‘caulked’ the gaps in the 

planking of the hull and the decks using strands of oakum layed over with pitch to make the 

seams of the planking watertight. The painters were charged with the painting of all the parts of 
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the ship according to the paint ‘Establishments’ of the period. On the completion of these tasks 

and the stepping of the lower parts of the masts, the vessel was ready for launching. 

 

Timber Management and the marking of timber 

The management of Dockyard stores was by no means a simple exercise and this was no less 

the case with the management of timber. On the subject of timber management in the 18
th

 

century, Haas states that “Timber was of all stores the most important and also the most 

intractable and worst managed” (Haas 1994: 41). Most stores were obtained through contracts 

negotiated by the Navy Board and as we shall see, in the case of timber, relations between the 

navy departments and the contractors were not always harmonious. The system of planning, 

accounting and inventory control of the many stores throughout the 18
th

 century was 

inadequate to say the least, or at best misleading. Directives known as Standing Orders were 

issued periodically by the Navy Board to the various Officers at the Yards. These orders dealt 

with aspects of the duties of the officers and all business related to local management, 

requiring revision or alteration from time to time. The number of Standing Orders increased 

dramatically throughout the 18
th

 century, from 200 in 1715 to around 1200 by 1786. The 

attention to these directives varied from Yard to Yard, in most cases left to the observation or 

not of the Principal Officers, and in many instances was ignored altogether. The random order 

of the directives, neither listed by subject nor indexed, perturbed most officers from taking the 

time from their heavy workload to read them (Haas 1994 14-15; Morriss 1983; Talbott 1998). 

The Visitation to the Yards by the Admiralty in 1749 confirmed the ‘laxity’ of the workforce in 

following the Standing Orders, although some improvement was noted for at least a short 

period thereafter (Middleton 1991: 28). Nevertheless, while it is accepted that the ad hoc 

adherence to these orders varied among the Principal Officers, and from yard to yard, it is 

through the study of these Standing Orders that we find many revealing references to the 

modes, methods and stages of working practices for the marking of timber during this period 

(ADM 106/2533 & 2534). As we shall see, the archaeological record in this respect perhaps 

gives testament to the fact that in many instances in matters concerning the Standing Orders 

and the management of timber, the directives were followed – although not without lapses. The 

following gives an overview of the various stages involved in the management of timber; the 

officers and workmen involved in each stage; and the instances where accounts are made and 

timber is marked.   
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Survey & viewing 

 As has already been highlighted, timber was procured through contract either from the Royal 

Forests or through private landowners or merchants and their agents. In order to procure the 

necessary supplies of the various species of timber, officers known as Purveyors would be sent 

from the several Yards to the forests where they would survey or ‘view’ suitable trees to satisfy 

the particular needs of the various works specified at the time. During the 18
th

 century, the 

Purveyor was employed from the ranks of the Quartermen of Shipwrights - normally 

responsible for the supervision of a gang of shipwrights - but in this case selected due to their 

relative experience. The importance of this appointment is intimated in an order issued by the 

Navy Board in 1752, “….in which and all other matters contained in the said contract, and in 

every thing respecting the provision of all sorts of timber for His Majesties service, we expect 

that you will use your best skill and judgment on which as well as your integrity there is great 

dependence.”. Contracts would specify particular requirements such as the size and species of 

timber required (White 1984: 47). On completion of the survey, the Purveyor would then 

produce a report of all the timber selected for use by the Navy. This report would then be sent 

to the Navy Board, and then on the issuing of the contract to the timber merchant, onto the 

particular receiving yard. The report would then be the means by which timber could be 

checked with the merchants’ contracts and Bill of Lading (an inventory of the timber 

transported in a single vessel) on the receipt of timber at the quays and wharves. In many cases, 

timber would arrive at the yards in various states of conversion – either in a rough or converted 

state. Timber was also procured from the Royal Forests and supplied in the same manner as 

commercial contracts with the merchants. Likewise, timber wanting in one yard could be 

obtained from the excess store of another.  

  

There is a great deal of evidence for the marking of timber during this stage, provided in both 

the documentary sources and the archaeological record (the latter of which will be discussed in 

the following Chapters). Upon receiving orders to survey or view various tracts of trees in the 

forests the Purveyor needed to ensure that all the selected timber was easily identifiable. The 

Purveyor would insert in his report the particular qualifications (dimensions etc.) of each 

individual timber. In order to identify each piece as specified in the report, the Purveyor would 

then stamp with a hammer a ‘progressive’ number on the butt (end-grain) of each piece of 

felled timber. Each number would be placed in the report along with the contents and the use to 

which each piece was proposed. If the Purveyor was employed in the viewing of timber that 

was still standing in the forests, he placed a number on the ‘claw’ of the root of each tree using 
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a stamp. An estimate of the contents of the tree and the respective number was then placed in 

the report. Once the trees had been felled and squared, the Purveyor re-surveyed the timber and 

placed the same numbers as formerly in the report, and on the timber by means of a stamp. The 

process of marking the timber in such a manner was also the responsibility of the Contractor, at 

least to ensure that all timber was marked before delivery to the yards (ADM 106/2533 

Standing Order No.418, 11
th

 March 1752). In October 1752, Portsmouth dockyard was ordered 

to accept a consignment of straight and compass timber from John Poor and John Wallis, 

timber merchants from Abbotsam near Southampton. An extract from the contract states, 

 

“…we do also oblige ourselves that all the said timber shall be the same the Purveyor viewed 

and we [the merchants] shall hasten such part of it first into store as shall be directed by him 

[the Purveyor] and that the officers of this yard [Portsmouth] may know it to be the same it is 

to be marked and numbered by him [the Purveyor] for their information before it is brought to 

the yard, if not sufficiently marked and numbered already.”  

(POR/A/17 20
th

 October 1752)  

 

In many cases, the timber to be inspected by the Purveyor was often found in a felled state and 

lying in piles, or on some occasions in the mud or water along the watercourse on which the 

timber was to be transported. If the Purveyor was unable to access the butts of the timber in 

order to mark the progressive numbers and so on, the timber article with all its qualifications 

was placed at the end of the report, without a number. In this way the Purveyor was able to 

identify the particular articles once the Merchant had applied for a re-survey of the timber 

before being delivered to the yard. At the re-survey the Purveyor would then stamp the 

numbers and such details (in accordance with the purveyors report) on the timber for the 

information of the Yard Officers so as to avoid confusion and delay during receipt. The reason 

for the placing of the stamps on the butt end of the timber articles is intimated in a letter from 

the Navy Board to Gambier, the resident Commissioner at Portsmouth. The letter continues, 

 

“Finding sometimes a difficulty arises in ascertaining whether the timber sent into His 

Majesties Yards in a sided state is the same that was reported by the Purveyor, his mark in 

some cases being cut out in siding it; we have thought it necessary to remedy this uncertainty, 

that the Purveyor should re-survey and mark all such timber after it is sided, before it is 

removed from the place where that was performed, and have acquainted the several timber 

merchants herewith accordingly: And desire you will order your Purveyor to be very careful in 
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striking as many figures with iron as near the centre on the butt of each piece as may most 

effectually prevent all the marks from being cut out in siding.”   

(POR/G/1, 4
th

 January 1774; in Knight 1987: 111) 

 

 In instances where new contracts were agreed with the merchants before the delivery of a 

previous contract, the timber was to be marked with a (2) above the progressive number to 

indicate a timber article from the second contract (and likewise, a 3 or 4 for the third and fourth 

contracts, and so on). Although the practice of cutting ‘tops’ or ‘limbs’ from the body of timber 

was not encouraged, sometimes for convenience of carriage, pieces would be cut from the 

main log. In this instance, the number of the main log of timber was to be stamped on the cut 

item in addition to the qualifications of the new piece, the details of which were entered 

separately into the report. The report was also to include the qualifications of timber from 

contracts of converted timber with regard to the ‘lesser’, ‘middling’ and ‘greater’ roundings of 

timbers such as rising timbers and futtocks for the several classes of vessel, and similarly for 

keel pieces (ADM 106/2533 Standing Order No.418, 11
th

 March 1752). By the end of the 18
th

 

century it is apparent that in some cases the marking of timber in the forests varied. This is 

perhaps illustrated in an order to Mr Harrison, Purveyor, referring to the mode of marking 

timber by the purveyor in the Kings Forests, in this case the Dean Forest. The method proposed 

included the marking of, “… the contents and abatements (when any) on the butt and the side 

[of the timber], and stamping or hammering it also on those places and the top…”. This 

document is interesting in that it implies that marking methods might vary from Yard to Yard, 

especially if the Standing Orders are not strictly adhered to. In addition, it also suggests that the 

timber is marked on the sides and tops of the timber using an additional technique to 

hammering or stamping, possibly inscribed or scrieved with a rase knife. It is also in this 

document that we see the reason for the additional marking in an attempt to alleviate the 

possibility of ‘..any abuses that may be attempted’ in the embezzlement of timber articles in the 

Yards - an all too common occurrence in the 18
th

 century (ADM 106/2510 Standing Order No. 

327 29
th

 May 1794).  

 

Receipt and laying out 

On the arrival of the timber consignments at the Yards, a receiving officer would supervise the 

unloading of the contractor’s vessels at the cranes with the help of dockyard labourers under 

the auspices of the Boatswain (Knight 1987: xxxiii). The timber would then be laid out on the 

quayside, ready for measurement. It was also preferred that either the Master Shipwright, one 
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of his Assistants or the Foreman of the Yard attend the unloading of the contractors vessels at 

the cranes, to ensure that everything was in  order for the measurement (ADM 106/2533 Order 

No. 408, 13
th

 May 1751). Variations to the orders in this case were sometimes revised, such as 

that issued in 1767, most likely after the observations of the Navy Board Visitation, three years 

previously (see below). In this instance the order required that, 

 

“… a more general account be kept of the receipt of all the timber logs served into His 

Majesties Yards, these are to direct and require that all future receipts of timber, the Master 

Shipwright and his Assistants, the Clerk of the Cheque, Storekeeper and Clerk of the Survey or 

any two of them, do attend in person…”  

(ADM 106/2508  Standing Order No. 523 10
th

 April 1767) 

 

The receiving Officer was also to keep “…a very particular account” of all the timber received 

into the Yard stores, inserting the number stamped on the respective timber by the Purveyor 

into the receipt book, to ensure that any timber article could be identified in store when 

selected for a particular use. Similar to the surveying of timber as described above, evidence 

for the marking of timber during receipt is also represented in the documentary sources. The 

requirement for the attendance of those Officers highlighted above was to attend the receipt of 

timber and to ‘… see progressive numbers marked on each log, and the names of the officers 

present’. This in turn would ensure that each timber article was accounted for and that the 

receiving officer was identified for consultation in the event of any discrepancy. 

 

Measurement 

Once a timber consignment had been prepared and laid out the timber was then ready for 

measurement. This process was particularly important, as the timber consignments needed to 

be checked against the Merchant’s contract to ensure that each piece was acceptable for the 

service. The measurement was supervised by the Master Shipwright or one of his Assistants, 

the Clerk of the Survey, the Clerk of the Cheque and the Storekeeper. In the absence of the 

Officer themselves, the measurement was supervised by a Clerk from the respective 

Department. The measurement itself was carried out by timber measurers, who were promoted 

shipwrights on the same level as a Quarterman (Knight 1987: xxxiii). The Storekeeper was to 

“… take care that all such persons who are or shall be respectively appointed by you [the 

Storekeeper] to measure timber delivered on contract or otherwise do measure every piece, 

each measurer separate, and then compare the dimensions and contents thereof with each other 
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and agree together therein before it is received into His Majesties stores.” (ADM 106/2533 

Order No. 408, 13
th

 May 1751). In many cases timber was seen to be defective, or differed in 

its dimensions and quality from the pieces specified in the contract. If the defects were 

significant then the timber would be rejected, and in the case of minor deficiencies the defects 

would be cut or dubbed out. In addition, it was often the case that the dimensions of timber 

articles were different to those specified in the contract. In this case, note was taken of the 

difference between the dimensions of the timber article as specified in the contract with the 

actual measurements. The difference between these two measurements was referred to as an 

‘abatement’. This term also applied to the measurements of timber that had defects cut out.  

 

Evidence for the marking of timber during the measurement process is less well represented 

although the practice was carried out. The order of 1751 states, “…that the initial letters of 

each contractors name be stamped upon every piece of timber received from them and also the 

date of the year in which the same shall be received.” (ADM 106/2533 Standing Order No. 

408, 13
th

 May 1751). Although no reference is given concerning the individuals responsible for 

the actual marking of the timber, it is probable that a labourer carried out the marking, as 

intimated in an early 19
th

 century Report (9
th

 Report of the Commissioners of Naval Enquiry 

1805: 59-61). An example of the mode of measuring rough timber is given in a document dated 

the 3
rd

 December 1800 from Edward Sisons of Chatham Dockyard. Although the document is 

dated to the turn of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, it still gives an idea of how rough timber might 

be measured during the latter half of the 18
th

 century. What is also of interest is that reference 

is given to the types of marks and qualifications that one might expect to see marked on the 

timber, in this case the progressive number, the length of the timber and the measured diameter 

(ADM 106/1807; ADM 106/1808). 

 

Seasoning & Storage 

Once the timber had been measured and received into the Yard, payment to the contractor was 

authorised through the Clerk of the Cheque and the bill sent to the Navy Board. The timber 

would then be transferred from the receiving areas along the quays and wharves and stacked or 

piled in seasoning sheds or designated storage areas (the increased use of seasoning sheds was 

introduced during the timber reforms of Sandwich). This was carried out by the dockyard 

labourers with the assistance of teams of horses at which point the Storekeeper was charged 

with the responsibility for the timber articles. He sent quarterly accounts to the Surveyor of the 

Navy of all timber articles issued and remaining in store. Monthly issues returns were also sent 
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to the Navy Board. Reference to the marking of timber is given in the comments of Joseph 

Banks upon visiting Chatham in 1775. He continues, ‘…every piece of timber mark’d and 

numbered so that none can be used which is not sufficiently seasoned…’ (Rodger 1993: 144). 

This reference is interesting because it implies the function of the marking process in 

maintaining an account at all times of the whereabouts of the most suitable seasoned timber for 

the various works. 

 

Selection, moulding and conversion of timber 

Once a timber article had been selected, the moulds from the mould loft would then be 

transferred to the timber converter at the converters pound where the outline of the mould 

would be inscribed onto the piece of timber. The timber article would then be transferred to the 

saw-pits to be cut by the sawyers. The converted timber would then be measured by a Sawyers 

Measurer, like the Timber Measurer, a promoted Shipwright on the same level as a 

Quarterman. The work was measured in order to maintain an account of the expenditure of 

each article of timber from store and to provide a value for the conversion and the work 

undertaken. Upon conversion the timber would then either be sent directly to the building ways 

or sent to the current use cabin. These cabins were located near the building ways and 

contained all the materials required for the works in hand. The stores in the current use cabin 

were under the charge of the Cabin Keeper. 

 

Use  

The Master Shipwright was responsible for keeping the current use cabins stocked. From time 

to time, the Master Shipwright would re-stock the cabins with materials requested by the 

Quartermen and the Foreman of Works. The Master Shipwright would then attain the timber 

articles by means of a requisition which would then be countersigned by the Clerk of the 

Cheque and the Storekeeper - all three officers keeping separate accounts as a check on each 

other. If the timber for the various works carrying on were not to be found in the current use 

cabin, a request for a demand note would be made by the Quarterman, to the Foreman in 

charge of the works. The Foreman would then issue a demand note which the Quarterman 

would take to the Master Shipwright, Clerk of the Cheque, Storekeeper, and lastly the Cabin 

Keeper. The timber would then be obtained from the Storekeeper and sent to the current use 

cabin (POR/D/21 7
th

 November 1778 in Knight 1987: 115). 
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Return 

In many cases the converted timber article, specified for a particular job, may be found to be 

unsuitable for its intended purpose. This may be the case for example when a particular ship 

component upon its delivery to the Foreman of Works at the building ways finds it to be the 

wrong shape or ill-fitting. In this case, the timber would be returned to the current use cabins 

after which it would be re-charged into the Storekeepers care and a new piece of timber 

selected and issued. 

 

Re-use 

As we have seen timber re-use was particularly prevalent in the Royal Dockyards. There are 

numerous references to the economy that must be shown by the re-use of timber articles, 

usually during the extensive repair or upon the ‘taking apart’ of a vessel. In 1734 a Standing 

Order was issued to all the Yards calling for particular attention to the ‘…preserving of ship 

timber.’ (ADM 106/2533 Standing Order No.312, 9
th

 August 1734). Just three years later the 

French Master Shipwright, Blaisse Olivier, visited Chatham Dockyard, commenting on the re-

use of ship timber in the Dockyard buildings (Roberts 1992: 171). Timber would be re-used for 

all manner of purposes, such as in the repair, rebuild, and construction of many elements of not 

only Dockyard buildings, but in many instances, docks, slips, quays, wharves and jetties. In 

1753, Sheerness Dockyard required re-used ship timber for the construction of a new wharf. 

The letter continues, 

 

“The Officers of His Majesties Yard at Sheerness being in want of the under mentioned 

particulars for carrying on the wharfing there. Viz. 

 

 70 gun ships  Old Gun deck beams  4 No. 

   Upper deck beams  23 

   Forecastle beams  8 

   Quarter deck beams  20 

   Plank of 4 or 3 inches  15 loads 

 

(POR/A/17 5
th

 March 1753) 

 

What seems clear from the 18
th

 century evidence is that mention of marking is only evident 

during the surveying, receipt and measurement of timber. There is no known reference to the 
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marking of timber within the working processes after receipt or indeed in connection with 

shipbuilding. This seems to be the case despite obvious evidence for the latter as seen in the 

archaeological record, discussed in more detail in the following chapters. 

 

Problems with timber management 

The description of the various working processes above has described what should have 

happened within the working processes of the yards at least in principle – this was not the case 

in practice however. On the whole, this can be attributed to the general lack of planning with 

regard to the amount of stores required at each yard. In many instances the Purveyor rarely 

knew how much of what denomination of timber was needed. The result meant that the Yards 

were often left with dangerously low stores of particular types of timber and a surplus of others 

- certainly the case with the western yards, being nearer to the Forests.  

 

In the case of timber, problems started with the Contractors and the Purveyor in the Forests. 

The correspondence of Shelburne certainly sheds light on ‘The Abuses in the Forrests and the 

Want of Timber’ and the effects of such in preventing the effective growth and supply of 

timber for the Navy (Cross 1928: 141 Doc. XXV Gregson to Shelburne 30
th

 April 1777). The 

problems also extended to the Contractors and Purveyors in the procurement of timber. The 

Navy Board were all too aware of the problems that might arise, such as the inadequate and 

non-attentive marking (stamping) of timber and the inaccurate accounting of timber in the 

Purveyors Reports. A Standing Order from the Navy Board in 1773 continues; 

 

“…and having observed some reports from Purveyors to be drawn in a very loose manner, 

they not being so particular in the qualifications of timber, as they ought to have been, and 

even after our directions of the 24
th

 September 1750, many timbers have been delivered on 

contract into some of His Majesties Yards not properly numbered agreeable to the Purveyors 

Report, many with no numbers, and many with one and the same number, and in the Report the 

progressive numbers have greatly differed from the number of pieces mentioned therein.” 

(ADM 106/2533 Standing Order No.658 16
th

 November 1773). 

 

The relationship with the Contractors was also far from harmonious at the best of times – a 

problem that continued into the 19
th

 century. Contractors would regularly complain at having 

timber refused at the Yards for being defective, even though the timber had been “viewed, 

hammered & reported” by the Purveyor. This was reported to be especially the case at 
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Plymouth Yard, where the Purveyor William Andrews was suspended. This was on account of 

the great expense to the Contractor and the King in sending the timber to and from the Yard, 

and the trouble of unloading and re-loading the defective timber, “…this together with the 

disappointment to the service in sending so much defective timber must be occasioned either 

for want of judgment or through negligence or something worse in the Purveyor, who reports 

the same” (ADM106/2533 Standing Order No. 418 11
th

 March 1752). Delays at the Yards 

during unloading of timber was a frequent occurrence, as were the complaints of contractors 

when timber from other contracts were unloaded before theirs (POR/A/26 12
th

 January 1774 in 

Knight 1987: 111). This problem was reported at Portsmouth Yard in 1774; the reply to the 

complaint from the Yard Officers provided a credible excuse, explaining that the vessel 

unloaded before that of the Contractor in question was done so due to the fear that it was 

sinking after receiving damage (POR/D/19 14
th

 January 1774 in Knight 1987: 111).  

 

The process of accountability of timber stores was also a big problem; and one that started 

when the stores were received into the Yards. The practice of Receiving officers - usually 

clerks - accepting bribes or fees and gratuities (to supplement their meagre incomes) in all 

manner of their business was common practice throughout the 18
th

 century (Talbott 1998). In 

the Dockyards, the practice was rife, especially with those Clerks employed at the quays and 

wharfs in the receipt of contractor’s stores. This was certainly the case with timber where 

Clerks often accepted gratuities for the receipt of timber of inferior quality or minimised the 

time spent in checking timber consignments in order to speed up the unloading of contractors 

vessels (Haas 1994; Talbott 1998). Thus, from the very beginning of the process, timber was 

received into the Yard; the accounting for which was at best misleading and the quality of 

which was very often inferior. The ‘divided responsibility’ of yard officers and the indifference 

of the workforce in maximising individual application in this respect resulted in the main in 

poor accounting procedures.  

 

In connection with accounting is the process of what Haas terms ‘inventory control’ – in other 

words the accuracy of the timber accounts in helping to gauge how much of various species of 

timber stores are expended, still in store and the subsequent value of each article – was also 

lacking. Storekeepers quarterly accounts were often in arrears (by years in some cases) and the 

monthly returns were also unreliable and never scrutinised at the Navy Board (Clerks used 

them as scrap paper). On the Visitation to Chatham by the Admiralty Board in 1749, the 

accounts were found to be three and a half years in arrears; upon visiting Plymouth some 
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weeks later the stores were two years in arrears (Middleton 1991: 23-24). This ultimately led to 

lack of control and inevitably fell to the responsibility of the Yard Officers to make up for the 

shortfall in supplies, by issuing an “occasional demand” to the Surveyor - meant as an 

emergency measure but becoming the norm. During wartime, these problems often led to 

delays in the completion of the work at the Yards (Haas1994: 38-39). Further deficiencies in 

inventory control are also illustrated in situations where the converted timber articles kept in 

current use cabins were often relieved of timber by the shipwrights instead of through the 

Foreman, Master Shipwright and Cabin Keeper. Not only were articles relieved of the custody 

of the Cabin Keeper, but the same individual often kept no accounts of the expenditure of 

timber at all. In addition, timber would also be taken from the most accessible parts of piles of 

timber by the shipwrights with little attention to the proper selection of timber for particular 

purposes, and without the supervision of the Master Shipwright or his Assistants and the 

relieving of the charge of the timber from the Storekeeper. The Report of the Visitation to the 

Yards in 1810 highlighted the shortcomings in this respect and the reason for the same, 

 

“The Quartermen and Inferior Officers, and even the workmen, were left very much at liberty 

to take whatever timber they pleased for the works they were carrying on without 

communicating with the Storekeeper or any other Officer. As they were generally employed by 

the piece, it was important to them that their time should not be occupied in a protracted 

search for materials, the timber which first came to hand was taken without regard to the 

possibility of applying it to any more valuable purpose” 

(ADM 106/3240 26
th

 November 1810 p93) 

 

Another problem with effecting the wishes of the Navy Board as outlined in the Standing 

Orders concerned the widespread problem of the embezzlement of timber articles taken from 

the Yards by the workmen – a problem that painted the reputation of the ‘corrupt’ dockyards 

from the time of Pepys (Knight 1975:215).  Although the longstanding privilege afforded to the 

Shipwrights in taking ‘chips’ from the Yard prevailed throughout the 18
th

 century (despite 

attempts to abolish the privilege in return for a subsidy), problems were regularly reported on 

an endemic scale. The Visitation of the Admiralty Board to Chatham in 1749 noted general 

‘idleness’ and men carrying large timbers from the Yard under the very noses of the Officers 

enforced to stop such an abuse (Rodger 1993: 65). Such problems would also include the 

improper conversion of timber by shipwrights supervising such work in order to gain off-cuts 



 68

for ‘chips’. The Report on the visitation of the Dockyards in1810 states the general trend in the 

Yards before the introduction of the new measures in 1801;  

 

“…and under this system it could not but follow that the largest and most expensive timber was 

often, if not daily, converted to inferior purposes, indeed the workmen, while the custom of 

taking chips out of the Yard prevailed, had a direct interest in the wasteful conversion of 

timber.”  

(ADM 106/3240 26
th

 November 1810 p93) 

 

Constant correspondence between the Navy Board, the Yard Commissioners and the Yard 

Officers warned of the continued care to be taken in reducing the embezzlement of timber. In 

1753 the Commissioner at Portsmouth Yard sent a memo to the Yard Officers referring to the 

‘abuses in the Yard’, and to be diligent in reducing the ‘…embezzlement and waste in timber’ 

(POR/A/17 May 1753). Despite these efforts, the problem continued unabated towards the end 

of the 18
th

 century. In 1790 Commissioner Fanshawe at Portsmouth Dockyard wrote to Charles 

Middleton (the Comptroller of the Navy Board). He voiced concern about ‘…the general 

relaxation from the system of regulation which the Navy Board has wisely thought proper to 

establish…’. As a result, Fanshawe was concerned about the growing ‘irregularities’ in the 

Yard, ‘…in so much that the task of reform is become odious, difficult and almost 

impracticable without the confidence and support of the higher authorities’. The reforms that 

Fanshawe talks about also included the attempts to prevent embezzlement, on which subject he 

concludes that the Clerks were the more common perpetrators (Laughton 1906: 333 Fanshawe 

to Middleton 30
th

 January 1790). He also made attempts to devise a way in which 

embezzlement could be prevented, and ordered the respective Yard Officers to provide an 

account of ‘…the progress of every article of stores…being received into the Yard…to the 

time of its ultimate expenditure’. Fanshawe concludes by indicating the efficacy of such a 

measure by stating that ‘…it would not be difficult to trace them [stores] through their various 

stages of responsibility by some person or other’ (Ibid: 334). 

 

Naval Reformers of the 18
th

 century  

The nature of the dockyards in the first half of the 18
th

 century mirrored that of attitudes in 

civilian spheres during the same period. The men who worked in the dockyards appeared to 

lack the motivation and professionalism needed during a period of immense growth in the size 

of the navy. The principal officers of the dockyard were appointed by the Board of Admiralty, 
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the members of which were heavily involved in the political sphere. As such it was the general 

practice for prominent individuals to appoint ‘favourites’ through political ‘patronage’ and men 

in whom they could trust. Baugh (1965) argues that this had a direct effect on the efficiency of 

the yards, which in nearly all areas were subject to ‘petty corruption’. Linked to both  these 

problems was the indifference that Principal Officers at the Yards held towards their respective 

responsibilities – especially in relation to the concept of ‘divided responsibility’ that formed 

the basis of the check system introduced by the Navy Board in the previous century. Baugh 

states that this indifference stemmed from ‘…faded ambition; from the complacent feeling of 

“having arrived”; from the suspicion that preferment to a better dockyard came not through 

industry but through influential friends; from enervation by sickness and old age – all of this 

made possible by the confidence that a dockyard officer’s  place was one which only death 

could legitimately take from him.’ (Baugh 1965: 307). This general feeling also filtered down 

to the inferior officers and the men under them. This was particularly the case with the 

Quartermen of Shipwrights in charge of overseeing the work of the shipwrights.   

 

The Admiralty and not the Navy Board was the ‘innovator’ and ‘reformer’, ‘in a century which 

until the last decades was not known for either.’ (Haas 1994: 16). Suggestions made previously 

by the Admiralty were met with disapproval by the Navy Board who opposed innovation at 

almost every opportunity, particularly in the 1740s and 1750s (such as the Admiralty’s attempt 

to introduce task work (payment by results) into the Yards, both in 1694 and in 1752). 

Although the navy Board produced some influential reformers (such as Pepys, Slade, 

Sandwich and Middleton), the bureaucracy and conservatism of the Navy Board was, on the 

whole, unreceptive to change – a situation similar to that in the Dockyards and the attitudes of 

the Yard Officers. After the disastrous conclusion of the American War of Independence 

(1775-83), more attention was given by the public to economy and efficiency in Government – 

the results of which also cast the public eye on the administration of the Navy Office and the 

dockyards (Murray 1938; Talbott 1998).  

 

Sandwich as first Lord of the Admiralty was the first to attempt to reform the yards. The 

increasing demands on the yards throughout the 18
th

 century left establishments unsuited for 

extensive workloads in the building, repair and fitting out of vessels. The management of an 

individual Naval Dockyard was the equivalent to ten times the size of the largest private 

enterprises of the time (Rodger 1993: 132). In addition, dockyard supplies were dangerously 
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low. By 1773 Sandwich had succeeded in replenishing stores so that the dockyards were ‘more 

amply supplied than in any former period’ (Murray 1938: 333).  

 

This fact however was not true of the store of English oak. When Sandwich succeeded as 1
st
 

Lord the dockyards had only six months supply (Murray 1938). Indeed, it was not until the 

1770s that an attempt was made to ensure an adequate stock of seasoned timber (green timber 

would reduce life of vessels and delay new work in yards because of shipwrights needed for 

repairs and rebuilds).  In 1771 the Admiralty adopted a policy to maintain a three year supply, 

the accumulation of which saw the Navy through the American War of Independence (1775-

83) (Haas 1994; Rodger 1993). The increased supply of timber however caused problems in 

the storage of the increased stocks in the yards. This led to measures to build appropriate 

timber sheds for the storage of timber whilst seasoning (examples of which survive at Chatham 

Historic Dockyard) (Barnes & Owen NRS 1932-8: 15 William Wells to Sandwich 20
th

 

February 1771). In addition, the disarray of the storage of timber noted in earlier Visitations 

was seen to have improved when Joseph Banks visited Chatham in 1775, commenting that 

‘…all kinds of stores were here arranged every store house as neat and clean as a private house 

and every store so laid as to be got at without removing any other…’ (Rodger 1993: 144). 

 

In addition to the problems in the state of the stores in the yards at this time was the general 

state to which the yards and the efficiency of the workforce had declined. Indeed, it was the 

shortcomings of the yards noted after the War of Austrian Succession (1732-48) that resulted 

in direct intervention from the Admiralty in the form of Visitations (Middleton 1991). The 

purpose of such was to gain better control of yard affairs and to detect the multifarious abuses 

and irregularities in the workings of the yards. The first Visitation was carried out in 1749 

which, despite a few exceptions, found all manner of irregularities. Subsequent Visitations 

were made in 1764 under Egmont; 1771-78 under Sandwich; 1784-5 & 1792 under Howe 

(Middleton 1991; Rodger 1993). This measure in itself was not carried out on a regular basis 

however until the Visitation of 1802 under St Vincent and subsequently (1813-4, 1821 and 

1827) under the Second Lord Melville in the early 19
th

 century (Haas 1994; Murray 1938). The 

years that followed the first Visitation witnessed a gradual decline in the despatch of the 

recommendations of the Admiralty Board at the yards. This was partly due to the continued 

opposition of the Navy Board to any proposals for reform (Rodger 1993). The demands of the 

Seven Years War (1756-63) and intervening period led Sandwich, upon becoming 1
st
 Lord 

once again in 1771, to comment in his memoranda some ten years later that ‘When he became 
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1
st
 Lord in 1771’ the fleet was ‘exceedingly neglected’ there was ‘scarcely any timber in the 

Yards’ and that it was ‘generally accepted that the timber supplies in England were exhausted’ 

(Barnes & Owen 1932-8: 282  Memoranda for a Speech 31
st
  December 1781). Sandwich was 

to improve this situation, and by 1775 had ensured the general preparedness of the yards in 

time for the War with the American Colonies. It was also during this War that Sandwich was to 

work with another member of the naval establishment equally committed to reform. 

 

In 1778, Charles Middleton was installed by Sandwich as Comptroller of the Navy Board and 

was perhaps the greatest reformer of Naval Administration in the 18
th

 century. Although 

Middleton and Sandwich did not always see eye to eye in certain matters, they managed to 

maintain a close working relationship (Haas 1994: 20). This close relationship however was 

marred by a particular aspect of Sandwich’s measurers, namely the appointment of individuals 

to positions in the dockyards based on patronage or political favour and not merit. Middleton 

was particularly opposed to this measure and felt quite rightly that the efficiency of the 

workings of the yards was compromised by the promotion of lesser able individuals (Haas 

1994; Knight 1971; Murray 1938). This controversy between Sandwich and Middleton in 1781 

perhaps highlights the importance of the promotion of dockyard officers in the efficient 

management of the various aspects of dockyard business. It could be suggested that this is 

particularly poignant in the effective management of timber in the yards at this time; especially 

given the important and complicated nature of the timber department. Despite the failure of the 

Navy Board to secure their influence in the appointment of the principal officers of the 

dockyards (they still appointed inferior officers), Middleton strived to push forward reform, 

realised at least partially successfully with the foundation of The Commission of Fees in 1785. 

Middleton proposed improvements in the organisation of the Navy Board based upon the 

principle of ‘individual responsibility’ – something Bentham was to champion over ten years 

later. Middleton proposed that members of the Navy Board be split into three Committees 

dealing with specific areas of the administration of the Navy, all of which resided under the 

Comptroller. Although the recommendations of the Report were seen to be of benefit by most, 

the Report was not endorsed until after Chatham became 1
st
 Sea Lord at the outbreak of War in 

1793. 

 

In addition, Middleton also attempted to improve the situation in the yards, especially 

accountability and the increase in the control of the various accounting procedures. In 1778-9 

he introduced several measures to facilitate planning to ensure an adequate supply of stores; 
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tighten control in accounting of stores; establish cost control, and prevent embezzlement 

(workmen were no longer to take items from the Cabin Keepers). The Master Shipwright 

estimated the weeks stores requirements in advance; the Foreman estimated what would be 

required for the cabins; the Cabin Keepers requisitioned the stores on a Monday. The Cabin 

Keeper was now charged with the stores and made an account of the stores issued and the 

works to which they were applied. The Master Shipwright, his assistants and the Clerk of the 

Survey audited the Cabin Keepers accounts at the end of the week and compared his accounts 

with the stores still remaining, issuing the Navy Board every month with an account of stores 

both received and issued and of the services to which they were applied; this however was 

difficult during times of war, when the workload was already insurmountable (Haas 1994: 41-

2). Middleton also set out to organise the many Standing Orders issued by the Navy Board 

since the time of Pepys. The random nature of the Orders necessitated the organisation of the 

various business under separate headings and the compilation of an index – the enormous task 

of which was noted by Commissioner Fanshawe at Portsmouth Yard in 1790 (Talbott 1998: 

94;  Laughton 1906: 333 Fanshawe to Middleton 30
th

 January 1790).  

 

The difficulty of individuals such as Charles Middleton to introduce ‘productive’ measures to 

improve the administrative situation in the Navy Board and the dockyards reflects the relative 

control that the Navy Board possessed in opposing any new measures - as much of what was 

proposed affected the Board members directly. The Navy Board also continued to operate on 

administrative principles introduced in the 17
th

 century and which continued as such 

throughout the 18
th

 century, often resulting in the continued opposition to change in the status 

quo. The consequences of the increasing desire in Government for more economy in public 

expenditure towards the end of the 18
th

 century however gave rise to the increasing influence 

of the Admiralty - whose representatives were also politicians and therefore swayed by 

political pressure and patronage. This did not always work out in Middleton’s favour either. 

His measures recommended in the Commission on Fees were thwarted by two of Sandwich’s 

successors (Viscount Howe 1783-88 and Earl Chatham 1788-94) and were not ratified until 

1796, while Earl Spencer was sitting as 1
st
 Lord (1794 – 1801). It is unfortunate however that 

Middleton was to resign from his post in 1795 due to his frustration in the slow progress in 

introducing his ideas. Despite this, another individual was to rise to the challenge with the 

introduction of Samuel Bentham to the newly created post of Inspector General in 1797. He 

was to champion the cause of reform in a particularly significant era in the administration of 

the Navy and the dockyards. 
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Evidence of timber marks from the 18
th

 century 

Definitive archaeological evidence for the marking of timbers in the 18
th

 century is scarce as 

few examples to date have been discovered in the archaeological record. The remains of early 

18
th

 century Royal Naval vessels discovered in recent years do not reveal evidence for the 

marking of timber (eg. HMS Colossus and HMS Stirling Castle). Despite this, fragmentary 

examples have been discovered that date to the middle of the century and represent important 

comparisons not only between 18
th

 and 19
th

 century timber marking in the Royal Dockyards, 

but also within assemblages such as those represented below. As we shall see, this fragmentary 

yet important discovery provides a ‘glimpse’ of the nature of timber marking as practiced in 

the Royal Dockyards during this period.  

 

HMS Invincible  

It is perhaps unfortunate that given the extent of primary source material relating to 

shipbuilding in the Royal Navy and the Royal Dockyards from the late 17
th

 century, very 

limited evidence survives for timber marking within naval contexts, other than that discovered 

on HMS Hazardous. It may be coincidence therefore that the next fragmentary insight into the 

understanding of timber marking is found on the remains of a vessel also originally built for 

the French service. The remains of the hull of HMS Invincible have yielded a small amount of 

evidence for timber marks but remain particularly significant as they represent (at least in part) 

for the first time marks akin to those represented within the main assemblages of this study. 

Earlier assemblages are devoid of marks perhaps due to the influences of particular practices 

and those of individual master-shipwrights’. The wreck of HMS Invincible contains the only 

confirmed 18
th

 century marks found on a Royal Naval vessel of this period. Combined with 

this are the interesting connotations that are presented given the interesting history of the 

vessel.  

 

HMS Invincible was a 74 gun man of war captured from the French by the Royal Navy in 1747 

at the Battle of Cape Finisterre. Following the capture, and arrival at Portsmouth, the Invincible 

was given into the charge of the dockyard officers, where a survey was ordered ‘with all 

dispatch’. As a result of extensive battle damage many of the major hull timbers were replaced 

in addition to many more minor components. Once the repairs were complete Invincible was 

undocked and taken into the service. The importance of the Invincible seemed in no doubt, 

becoming a particular favourite of prominent Admirals such as Boscawen (Lavery 1988). 
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The loss of the Invincible and the remains of timber marks on the wreck 

Due to the extensive nature of the ‘great’ repair in 1753-6, it is likely that the timber marks are 

found on timbers associated with this repair. Two of the marks were discovered on internal 

ceiling planking from around the orlop and probably represent new planks placed in the hull 

during the ‘great’ repair; Lavery suggests that ‘Certainly all her plank will have been stripped 

off, inside and out’, presumably to allow the shipwrights to inspect the frame of the ship (ibid : 

65). Only two surviving marks have been discovered from Invincible to date – one comprises a 

number 8 in brackets, the other highlights curious marks or symbols, not dissimilar to the 

marks illustrated in an anonymous French document, the ‘A B C D du Charpentier Marques 

Hieroglphiques’ (Anonymous, undated). It may well be the case that we are witnessing very 

fragmentary evidence of both French practices and those of the Royal Dockyards at the time of 

the ‘great’ repair between1753-6. 

 

Although the exact provenance of the timber marks is uncertain it seems likely, given their 

characteristics, that the marks identified on Invincible are those placed on the timbers by 

English shipwrights. This may be explained for a couple of reasons. Firstly, the apparent 

absence of timber marks in French contexts during this period may possibly be accounted by 

the relative ‘free hand’ and minimal standardisation afforded to the French Maitre 

Charpentiers during this period. Lavery states: ‘It seemed that individual shipwrights were 

given considerable scope in preparing their designs for the orders from Paris specified ships of 

a given number of guns and the rest was left to the constructor. This worked very well when 

the French Navy was small and standardisation was not a great advantage, and in a period 

when the Navy had several excellent designers…’ (Lavery 1988: 05). The standardisation 

alluded to by Lavery is perhaps the very catalyst for the necessity for timber marks. This was 

the lot for the English Master Shipwrights, who were very much bound by directives from the 

Admiralty and Navy Board. Lavery (1988) continues ‘The system of rebuilding was only part 

of the restriction which stifled any initiative in the British Dockyards’. While the French 

Master Shipwrights had almost a free hand, and thus came up with many new ideas for 

shipbuilding, their British counterparts were bound by the ‘Establishments of Dimensions’. By 

1719, the dimensions of every part of a ship of each class were laid down, where the 

shipwright was left only to draw out the shape of her hull.’ (Ibid: 27).  
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It is unfortunate that the evidence for the marking of timber in 18
th

 century contexts is 

particularly scarce. In addition to the single mark discovered on HMS Hazardous the evidence 

presented above are the only known examples of timber marks that can be confidently 

attributed to the 18
th

 century. Known ship wreck remains dating to this period occlude 

evidence for timber marking (eg. HMS Stirling Castle, HMS Colossus). Despite this, it is 

possible that archaeological evidence discovered in terrestrial contexts may contain glimpses of 

this practice. The following Chapters will highlight the evidence for the marking of timber 

within the main assemblages of this study, possibly including the limited evidence of marks 

dating to this period. It will become evident that these examples from Royal Naval contexts 

begin to highlight links with marking practices and the management of timber, in addition to 

marks relating to the design and construction processes. 

 

Conclusion 

The nature of timber management in the Royal Dockyards during the 18
th

 century was 

indicative of dated regulations unsuited to the increasing pressures on naval construction - the 

result of continuous conflict in Europe and further afield. The changes introduced through the 

efforts of forward thinking individuals such as Sandwich and Middleton were the product of 

attempts to increase efficiency, reduce waste and increase the accountability and accounting of 

all timber articles in the Royal Dockyards. This was at a time of rapid growth in the Royal 

Navy, and a period of increasing problems in the procurement and supply of timber to the 

Royal Yards. The particularly limited evidence for the marking of timber in the 18
th

 century 

reflects the state of the administration in the dockyards and the effects on the management of 

timber. The deficiencies in this respect promulgated the attempted initiatives of ‘reformers’ 

such as Sandwich and Middleton in the late 18
th

 century. The initial labour of these reformers 

increased dramatically into the 19
th

 century with the work of Samuel Bentham, covering all 

facets of naval administration; the continuation of the Committees and ultimately a visible 

affect on the management of timber and hence the marking of such. 

 

 

 



 76 

CHAPTER 4 – The Timber Masters: The Royal Dockyards and the marking of 

timber in the 19
th

 century 

 

The last chapter presented the limited evidence for timber marks dating to the 18
th

 

century and briefly outlined the nature of timber management in relation to timber 

marking as practiced in the Royal Dockyards. The simplicity of the timber marks 

indicative of practices during the 18
th

 century perhaps reflects the somewhat 

inconsistent nature of timber management in the Royal Yards, in many cases left to 

the devices of the principal officers and Master Shipwrights. Also highlighted were 

the increasing attempts at ‘reform’ in naval administration during the latter half of the 

18
th

 century. The difficulty experienced by Sandwich and Middleton in introducing 

‘productive’ measures to improve the administrative situation in the Navy Board and 

the Dockyards was a lengthy struggle. This was a trend that was to continue into the 

19
th

 century - although perhaps with more success. 

  

This chapter aims to outline the significance of the changes in timber management in 

the first half of the 19
th

 century, particularly with the introduction of the Timber 

Masters and the evidence for the marking of timber, illustrative of the new system. It 

is not the purpose of the following discussion to go into any detail with regard to the 

political nuances of the administration of the Navy at this time - although some 

discussion is warranted. This chapter will concentrate on those individuals responsible 

for the introduction of the Timber Masters and the effect on timber management - 

particularly in relation to the marking of timber. It will then go on to discuss the 

subsequent changes in the management of timber and then discuss the nature of the 

Timber Master’s Department. Within this discussion will also be included the various 

working practices in relation to timber, highlighting the stages at which timber is 

marked. 

 

Samuel Bentham, St Vincent and reform 

As has already been discussed, the end of the 18
th

 century witnessed attempts at the 

‘improvement’ of the administration within the Royal Dockyards. One such 

improvement was with the management of timber, and the person responsible for the 

proposed changes was Samuel Bentham. At the age of fourteen Bentham became a 

shipwright’s apprentice at Woolwich and Chatham Dockyards for a total of seven 
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years, where he nurtured early aspirations to become a Surveyor of the Navy. In 1780, 

Bentham travelled to Russia, employed primarily for the construction of a number of 

ships for Prince Potemkin. Later however, he was to take on a multitude of tasks and 

the sole charge for the Princes’ Estate and a battalion of one thousand men (he gained 

the rank of Brigadier General). It was during this time with the logistical and 

administrative burdens of such a large and complex organisation that Bentham 

realised the need for ‘central inspection’, out of which the Panoptikon Project was 

developed. The concept of ‘central inspection’ also encapsulated the idea of 

‘individual’ responsibility and ‘accountability’, and the sole charge of a particular task 

or department. This concept epitomised the management and administrative ethos of 

‘reformers’ such as Bentham, and as we shall see, revolutionised the management of 

timber (Haas 1994; Morriss 1981; Ibid 1983). 

 

Thus, on his return to Britain, Bentham was appointed Inspector of Naval Works, by 

Order in Council of 23
rd

 March 1795. The responsibilities of the post involved ‘….the 

improvement of the building, fitting out and arming of…ships and vessels as well as 

what may conduce to the better navigating and victualling of them; the construction 

of docks, slips, basins, jetties and other works subservient to the construction and 

equipment of the ships and vessels; together with the due choice, preservation and 

economical employment of the several stores and provisions made use of in the 

navy’. The office of Inspector General can be attributed to the particular ideas 

developed by Bentham. The aim of the position was to improve upon two areas of 

administration seen to be lacking at this time. The first was the responsibility of a 

suitably experienced individual for the supervision of all civil building works. The 

second was the need to remedy the shortfall that was felt to have developed with the 

progressive improvement in the construction of vessels, where it was admitted that the 

Royal Navy had fallen behind many other countries. France, for example had already 

introduced the post of Inspector General, a point borne out by the Society for the 

Improvement in Naval Architecture in 1791. The general desire to remedy the 

situation and the favour gained by the Admiralty Board of Lord Spencer in 1795 

allowed Bentham to visit the dockyards and suggest a number of improvements, 

especially at Portsmouth. Here he was later to introduce the economical use of steam 

machinery for the massed production of blocks. Further projects included the 
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supervision of the construction of a number of vessels based on his specifications 

(Morriss, 1983a).  

 

The introduction of the concept of ‘individual’ responsibility within Naval and 

dockyard administration however, was not received in an entirely favourable light by 

the Navy Board. The management of the Navy Board was based on a system of 

‘divided’ responsibility or ‘common council’, in existence since the introduction of 

the Instructions of Samuel Pepys in 1662. Every duty performed by a commissioner 

was ‘checked’ or signed by three other members of the Board in order to ensure that 

all business was seen to be carried out satisfactorily and above board. This system 

was also in operation within the dockyards. When works were carried out and 

measured and stores issued, the transactions were usually signed for by at least two 

other officers or clerks.  As Morriss (1981: 229) suggests, by the late 18
th

 century, this 

outdated system of control was cumbersome and time consuming and a clear 

hindrance to efficiency within the dockyards. The flawed relationship that was to 

ensue between Bentham and the Navy Board was to seriously hinder his attempts at 

introducing his new measures. Despite this however, he was able to gain favour with 

Lord Chatham who agreed to let Bentham and the Secretary to the 1
st
 Lord, Evan 

Nepean, revise the recommendations of the Commission on Fees – much to the 

annoyance of Middleton. The revised version of the Report was issued by Order in 

Council in May 1801 (Haas 1994: 48). The recommendations put forward were:- 

 

• A new system of timber management was introduced 

• Clerks fees and gratuities were abolished 

• The privilege of carrying ‘chips’ from the yard was abolished (with an 

increase in wages) 

• Apprentices were no longer a perquisite of office, being articled to the 

Admiralty 

• Foremen and Quartermen were made salaried officials 

 

The first three recommendations are directly related to timber, the first of which forms 

the basis of the discussion below. Throughout the 18
th

 century it was common 

practice for the clerks involved in the receipt of stores to accept gratuities or ‘bribes’ 
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from the contractors in order to gain favour. In the case of timber a contractor might 

influence the clerks at receipt to negate a lengthy unloading period upon delivery or to 

overlook deficiencies in the quantity and quality of timber specified in the contracts 

(Talbott 1998). This undoubtedly led to confusion and inaccuracies in the accounts of 

timber in store and ultimately the use of inferior timber in the shipbuilding process. 

The wastage and embezzlement of timber was also a concern voiced by Bentham and 

Neapean who also brought in measures to abolish the privilege of Shipwrights 

carrying ‘chips’ from the yard for their own use – a measure already intimated by 

Middleton in the previous century. 

 

The ideas of Bentham were further endorsed by another prominent individual whose 

distrust of the Navy Board was equally strong. Lord Spencer was replaced as First 

Lord in 1801 by Lord St Vincent, a man of great fame for the victory after which he 

was named. He charged himself with the duty of removing all ‘abuses’ from the civil 

departments of the Navy (Morriss 1983a). This endeavour was directed through the 

Commission of Naval Enquiry (1803-06); two reports of which dealt with 

irregularities and abuses brought to light within the several dockyards. His main 

objectives were as follows:- 

 

• The reduction wherever possible of the expense to the public of the whole 

naval establishment 

• The achievement of greater efficiency in the operations of the dockyards 

• The rendering of the navy independent of contractors 

 

All three objectives sought by St Vincent and the improvements suggested by Samuel 

Bentham contributed to the sweeping changes imposed on the dockyards and the 

system of timber management. On the whole, attempts were made to improve the 

management of timber by increasing control and hence efficiency, reducing the levels 

of wastage of timber, and ensuring accountability of timber articles throughout the 

working processes of the dockyard - primarily to ensure that an accurate account of 

timber in store could be provided at any time. As we shall see, the measures were not 

entirely successful – what seems apparent is that the attitude and subsequent measures 

introduced by St Vincent succeeded only in reducing the capacity of the several yards 
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to deal with the ever increasing workload, made more acute with the failure of the 

Treaty of Amiens and the continuation of hostilities with France in 1803. A letter 

dated the 18
th

 May 1804 from an Alexander Grant (a private resident) at Portsmouth 

to Lord Melville gives in no uncertain terms the most scathing report on the effects of 

the ‘economies’ introduced by St Vincent on the state of the yards and the timber 

supply (GD51/2/146 18
th

 May 1804). The poor relationship between St Vincent, the 

Navy Board and the timber contractors however was soon ended in 1804 when St 

Vincent resigned with the downfall of the Addington Ministry (Haas 1994:49). This 

event resulted in a new Government under Pitt and the first Lord Melville as 1
st
 Lord 

of the Admiralty, both of whom were eager to undo the detrimental effects of the 

measures introduced by St Vincent. Thus, Pitt (under the encouragement of 

Middleton) established the Commission for Revising and Digesting the Civil Affairs 

of the Navy in December 1804.  The majority of the recommendations of the 

Commission of Revision were adopted, particularly the re-organisation of the yards. 

The Commission had concluded that the yards were disorderly, accounts were 

incomplete and the yard officers did not understand their Instructions. As a result new 

Instructions were issued and the Standing Orders were revised and indexed. The 

Commission also abolished the post of Inspector General, reducing the influence of 

Bentham. On his return from Russia he was made a member of the Navy Board as 

Civil Engineer and Architect, finally resigning in 1812 (Haas 1994; Morriss 1983). 

Lord Melville however was to become a victim of the very Commission he helped to 

set up when he was impeached in 1805.  Middleton accepted a peerage, becoming 

Lord Barham and 1
st
 Lord of the Admiralty between 1805 and 1806 (Phillips 1978).  

 

As will become clear below, the effects of measures introduced by succeeding 1st 

Lords (second Viscount Melville (1812-27; 1828-30); Duke of Clarence (1827-28 

post of Lord High Admiral) and Sir James Graham (1830-34) in the management and 

organisation of the dockyards had a minimal effect on the timber department – other 

than the changes made in 1827 and 1848.  

 

The introduction of the Timber Masters and the Instructions 

The principle of ‘individual’ responsibility was the mainstay of the new measures 

introduced into the dockyards at this time. As a result, Bentham pressed for an 

appropriate officer at each dockyard to be held responsible for the management of 
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timber. The new regulations in the management of timber were formally introduced 

by Order in Council of the 21
st
 May 1801 (CHA/E/72 20

th
 June 1801). Thus, in a 

letter dated the 20
th

 June 1801, the several dockyards received orders to implement 

the new regulations on the 1
st
 July of the same year. This was followed soon after 

with copies of the ‘New Instructions’ to the yard officers connected with the 

management of timber (CHA / E / 72 20
th

 June 1801; Ibid 29
th

 June 1801).  

 

The Instructions in this case were not extensive (only 5 Articles), resulting in later 

revisions that became much more comprehensive. Despite this, we are given an 

indication of the nature of timber management within the Royal Dockyards at this 

time, and the person responsible for the same. The 3
rd

 Article of the Instructions 

clearly states the intention to bestow this responsibility upon an individual officer: 

 

 ‘It is to be the sole business of one officer to direct the converting, stowing, and 

sawing of the whole of the timber, knees, plank etc. in each dock yard, that he may 

stand individually responsible for the due execution of this trust, and that he may 

consequently have the credit or shame that may result from the comparative view of 

his management with that in other dock yards.’ (CHA/ E/72 29
th

 June 1801) 

 

The officer to be entrusted with the management of timber was one of the Assistants 

to the Master Shipwright. The Instructions continue: 

 

‘As the first step therefore towards the carrying any such regulations into effect there 

will be appointed at each of the dock yards at Portsmouth, Plymouth, Sheerness and 

Woolwich, an additional assistant to the Master Shipwright, and it will be the sole 

business of the assistant best qualified for this duty to superintend and be responsible 

for the management of timber as above mentioned.’ (CHA/ E/72 29
th

 June 1801) 

 

The Instructions also reveal the nature of the new mode of accounting for the use and 

expenditure of the timber received into the yards. 

 

The rather limited detail in the first set of Instructions perhaps reflects the novelty 

inherent in the proposed changes. What becomes clear is the need for improvements 

in the clarity and detail of the duties required of the yard officer entrusted with the 
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management of timber, and those of their subordinates. Bentham was to work 

ceaselessly to ‘hone’ and ‘improve’ upon the first set of Instructions, gathering as 

much information as possible in respect to former practices in the management of 

timber, and consequently set about devising ‘improvements’. Bentham’s ceaseless 

energy found him consulting the many officers at the several dockyards, experienced 

in the management of timber. Bentham placed particular emphasis on Portsmouth 

Dockyard, which was to become the focus of experimentation into the effectiveness 

of the new measures. The appointment of suitably qualified individuals to the new 

post is perhaps supported in Bentham’s desire to acquire the assistance of men 

experienced in the management of timber to help with his ‘improvements’. Joseph 

Tucker was one such individual, newly appointed to be assistant to the Master 

Shipwright at Plymouth Dockyard in 1801 (ADM 1/3526 Portsmouth 13
th

 August 

1801). 

 

Bentham’s enthusiasm in seeking the advice of individuals such as Tucker is clearly 

intimated in his correspondence with the Admiralty Board. He continues; 

 

‘….and being well apprized that the adjusting the details of the manner in which the 

branch of business [timber management] should be conducted conformably to the 

regulations lately established throughout the Dock Yards required a good deal of 

consideration, and therefore that it could best be done at one of the Dock Yards and 

more particularly at Portsmouth I [Bentham] was induced at leaving town to propose 

Mr Tucker to spend a few days here [Portsmouth] in his way to Plymouth, whereby he 

might in conjunction with Mr Mosberry…..go through the whole of the details of the 

duty previously to going to Plymouth, and also that I might have the advantage of 

hearing their observations on the particular details which I [Bentham] have it in mind 

to propose.’ (ADM 1/3526 Portsmouth 13
th

 August 1801) 

 

The result of Bentham’s efforts and the collection of information with regard to the 

management of timber led to proposals for the introduction of revised Instructions. On 

writing to the Board of Admiralty on the 26
th

 December 1801 Bentham continues; 

 

‘Respecting the purveying, receiving, and measuring of timber…..as could be 

obtained from the Navy Office and having in addition thereto collected still further 
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information from the books of some of the Dock Yards as well as several verbal 

communications of several different experienced officers, I have to observe that with a 

view to the introduction of such improvement in the management of timber in His 

Majestys Dock Yards as seen to be intended by the new Regulations 

established…..and particularly for the purpose of introducing such a mode of keeping 

accounts of the receipt and expenditure of this important material……it seemed 

necessary to adopt some new set of Instructions to the several Dock Yard Officers 

who have any concern in this branch of duty, so as that all former on the subject 

might be annulled however unexceptionable in some respects they may have been 

found. I would accordingly now take the liberty of submitting for their Lordships 

consideration some sketches for Instructions designed for the purpose above 

mentioned, should they be honoured with their Lordships approbation, I would 

propose that they might be proceeded on in practice in the Dock Yards as far as 

possible from the beginning of the New Year.’ (ADM1/3526 26
th

 December 1801)  

 

Despite the urgency in Bentham’s correspondence highlighted above, it seems 

apparent that the issue of the abovementioned Instructions was delayed until October 

1802. The Commissioner at Chatham received orders in reference to the printed 

Instructions for the Master Shipwright, Clerk of the Cheque, Storekeeper and Timber 

Master, and was duly ordered to ‘…cause the regulations therein contained to be 

punctually observed in future by the officers concerned in the management of the 

timber in your yard.’ This letter is also of interest because it perhaps represents the 

first instance when the title of ‘Timber Master’ is used when referring to the officer 

responsible for its management (CHA/F/6 2
nd

 October 1802). The Instructions issued 

by Bentham were more comprehensive, and included 33 articles, adding to the five 

previous articles and memoranda contained within the original set of instructions 

(ADM 106/3106 undated [probably 1802]).  

 

To help with the organisation and standardisation of the accounting procedures of the 

various timber articles within the yards, Bentham also introduced a series of printed 

forms, the use of which, along with the Instructions, were to be carried into effect on 

the 1
st
 January 1803 (ADM 1/3562 22

nd
 December 1802). These forms are likely to 

have replaced the less formal written accounts previously employed, and were to be 

sent to the Navy Board on a regular basis. A total of 28 forms were devised, not only 
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to account for the receipt and expenditure of each denomination of timber, but also to 

act as a check upon the accounts filled out in the yards. Bentham states his intentions 

on this matter: 

 

‘…..and for the purpose of proving the accuracy of the several Registers formed by 

separate persons, that at the commencement of every year, the Storekeeper’s Register 

for the last year should be sent from the Dock Yard to the Comptroller’s office, and 

there having been compared with the Register previously filled up in the Navy Office, 

it should, if found to agree therewith, be returned to the Dock Yards with certificates 

of its accuracy to that period, as in the case of any disagreement between the two 

Registers the error would no doubt be traced to its source and be duly corrected.’   

(ADM1/3526 26
th

 December 1801) 

 

Bentham also argued that the introduction of more comprehensive instructions, in 

concert with the introduction of more formal, standardised printed forms for the 

accounting of timber, would omit fraud. Bentham goes on to say; 

 

‘….such a comparison of accounts formed from the same data but without concert 

between the persons who made them out, I should look upon as affording a far more 

satisfactory proof in respect to the accuracy of the data, as well as  of the correctness 

of the figures that could be afforded by the evidence of any number of accounts were 

they to be all of them drawn up at the Dock Yards by persons having daily intercourse 

with one another.’ (ADM1/3526 26
th

 December 1801) 

 

The regular accounting for timber also dramatically improved upon the rather lax state 

of the accounting for timber stores, as practiced in the 18
th

 century, where in many 

instances the survey of stores would only be carried out with the introduction of a new 

storekeeper: in the case of timber, usually only after the death of a predecessor. 

Furthermore, in many instances the accounts submitted to the Navy Board were 

wholly inaccurate and entirely useless in providing an accurate audit of timber in store 

at any given time (Haas 1994). 
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Problems with the new system 

The new measures leading to the foundation of the Timber Master were not without 

their problems. This was particularly the case with the receipt of timber and the 

transactions with the timber contractors (CHA/S/03 28
th

 July 1804). The measures 

introduced by Vincent to combat the irregularities in the yards had created an air of 

caution among the workforce that they might be at the receiving end of the 

Commission of Enquiry. This was no less the case in the Timber Master’s Department 

where the new code of instructions called for particular diligence in the receipt of 

timber. The result was excessive caution on the part of the receiving officers in fear of 

the recriminations they might expect should they receive inferior timber.  This 

resulted in continued complaints from leading timber contractors who were concerned 

at the amount of timber refused at the Yards (CHA/F/5 8
th

 April 1801; Ibid 16
th

 

September 1801). The ensuing disagreements between the contractors and the yards 

resulted in many cases in demands for the re-survey of timber consignments that had 

been under valued or refused, and in some cases the contractors refused to deliver 

timber until the situation was redressed (Ibid 19
th

 September 1801). It is clear that the 

new system introduced by St Vincent caused malcontent among the timber 

contractors, a situation only made better with the resignation of St Vincent in 1804. 

 

Another problem that arose with the introduction of the new system was in the 

accounting of timber. With the introduction of the numerous ledgers and register 

books and the printed forms introduced by Bentham the strain on the Timber Master’s 

Department increased dramatically. The vast amount of paperwork was seen to be 

cumbersome and time consuming (ADM 106/2515 6
th

 June 1804). This appears to 

have been a continuing problem, the result of which led to numerous changes in the 

accounting procedure in subsequent years. 

 

The scale of the accounting problem was also augmented by a shortage of suitably 

qualified men to undertake the numerous duties within the Timber Master’s 

department. The subsequent delays caused by the inefficiency of elements of the 

workmen in the department also led to delays elsewhere in the management process, 

particularly in the survey and storage of timber after receipt. This problem was 

highlighted by a timber converter at Chatham who wrote to the Navy Board in 1802 

complaining of workmen of ‘infirm quality’ employed in the Timber Master’s 
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Department. He explains ‘Due to the great number of cargoes of timber lately 

received….and to repeated survey which occupied the people for several months… 

the timber brought to the yard remained neglected from the insufficiency of hands 

(ADM 7/663 12
th

 September 1802 p.89). This situation and those mentioned above, 

among others, necessitated changes in various aspects of the Timber Master’s 

department. 

 

Development and changes to the Instructions 1810 – 15 

The Instructions issued to all the Principal Officers of the Dockyards in 1805 and 

1807 resulted in the desire of the Admiralty to know to what extent the Instructions 

were adhered to. On the 1
st
 August 1810 the yards were visited by the Navy Board, 

and the second Lord Melville in 1813-14 (ADM 106/3240 1811; ADM 106/3245 

1810-14; ADM 7/593 1813-14). The visitations to the dockyards by the Navy Board 

in 1810 resulted in further modifications to the Instructions introduced in 1802. The 

visitations of 1810 reported the failure of the system then in place to ‘…establish 

some check upon the conduct of the Timber Master (in the profitable conversion of 

timber)’. It also stated that the ‘…Instructions are well calculated to effect an 

economical conversion and expenditure of timber: and could any correct account be 

formed of the consumption of timber, in proportion to the works carried on, both 

before and after the introduction of these Regulations we [Navy Board] have no doubt 

but that their good effects would be very conspicuous.’ 

 

The changes effected during this period aimed to ‘streamline’ the Timber Master’s 

department in order to maximise the profitable expenditure of timber articles. The 

proposed changes included the following: 

 

• Timber Master’s position to become a permanent appointment, with an 

additional £100 per annum above the wages of the other Assistants to the 

Master Shipwright 

• Appointment of an Assistant  

• The Timber Master was also to take responsibility of the storage of timber 

from the storekeeper. 

(ADM 106 / 3240) 
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The appointment of an Assistant to the Timber Master hoped to increase the control of 

the various working aspects of the department, to ease at least some of the burden of 

the general duties of the Timber Master, and to perform the duties of the Timber 

Master in his absence (CHA/K/25 2
nd

 January 1815 p.29). The 1811 Report continues; 

 

‘We have also to submit to you the propriety of the Timber Master being allowed a 

subordinate officer as an Assistant or Foreman whose duty it should be to assist the 

Timber Master generally, in all matters relating to his department, but particularly in 

the superintendence of the converters, shipwrights, sawyers, or other workmen 

employed under him; an appointment which is all the more necessary as the greater 

part of the time of the Timber Master must necessarily be occupied on the receipt of 

timber. We recommend that this officer be allowed a salary of £200 per annum which 

is rather more than the converters.’ (ADM 106 / 3240: 116) 

 

 In addition, the transfer of the custody of timber from the Storekeeper to the Timber 

Master aimed to reduce the shortcomings in the accounting of timber articles and the 

great expense incurred in the ‘complicated’ procedures in place. These 

‘complications’ were mainly due to the difficulties of the storekeeper to vouch for 

timber articles in his charge because of the protracted and complicated receipt and 

issue of timber. Furthermore, it was suggested that as a result of the shift in custody, 

the Timber Master be allowed two extra clerks from the Storekeepers department in 

the absence of the Storekeeper. The Report clearly states the intention of the changes 

in this respect; 

 

‘We shall now proceed to consider the Instructions on the subject of timber, so far as 

they relate to its custody by the storekeeper and to his charge and discharge upon its 

receipt or issue. The system which they establish appears to us to be very imperfect, 

very complicated, and unquestionably attended to with great trouble to the officers 

and others concerned therein, and great expense to the public…’ (ADM 106 / 3240: 

117) 

 

The Navy Board Report to the Admiralty, dated the 14
th

 May 1827, highlights the 

desire of the 6
th

 Report of the Commission of Naval Revision to transfer the 

responsibility of the custody of timber from the Storekeeper to the Timber Master. 
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The following account also explains that these intentions were not put into practice 

(ADM 106/3248). The report on the visitation of the dockyards in 1810 (transmitted 

to the Admiralty Board on the 30
th

 January 1811) also argued for the benefits to be 

gained by transferring the custody of timber to the Timber Master and proposed 

regulations for carrying the plan into effect (ADM 106/3248).  A Standing order sent 

to Sheerness Yard in 1813 clearly indicates the implementation of the new regulations 

and the removal of a Clerk from the Storekeeper to the Timber Master’s department 

with the transfer of the custody of timber stores (ADM 106/2524 Standing Order 729, 

1813). A further reference given in a subsequent Standing Order supports that sent to 

Sheerness. Chatham Yard was also to be allowed three extra Clerks, twenty three 

shipwrights and one House Carpenter transferred from the Storekeeper to the Timber 

Master (ADM 106/2525 1814). These references therefore clearly indicate that the 

custody of timber was in fact transferred from the Storekeeper to the Timber Master 

during this period.   

 

Trial of new system proposed and reported on 

It was suggested that the modified system should be tested at two of the yards, these 

being Woolwich and Portsmouth. Woolwich was chosen because of the particular 

experience of the Timber Master, John Knowles (ADM 106 / 3240). As before, the 

system was to undergo a trial period of at least three months. The Navy Board ordered 

John Knowles to report upon the findings of the trial. A report dated the 14
th

 March 

1812 provided opinions in relation to the need for an Assistant to the Timber Master; 

whether the establishment of the number of men employed in the department could be 

reduced; and also the advantages and disadvantages of the new system as opposed to 

that previously practiced. Knowles confirmed the necessity for an Assistant to the 

Timber Master, stating that “…an Assistant to the Timber Master is absolutely 

necessary…’ while also pointing out that an increase in his wage was required, in 

order to place him apart from the Converters in the department in order that ‘…the 

person will pay that prompt obedience to his directions which they would do, were his 

superiority to be marked by a salary somewhat greater’. He also reported that the 

reduction in the establishment of men employed in the timber department could not be 

reduced. On the contrary he stated that due to the increase in sawyers in the 

department, the current increase was required to account for this, and that the number 

of Clerks should also be increased to deal with the mounting duties in the accounting 
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of timber at the various stages of working. The mounting workload in the accounting 

of timber, he stresses was ‘in arrears’ and goes on to say, ‘…and had not the Clerks 

devoted much of their private time, to the public business it would have been still 

more so.’ With regard to the advantage or disadvantage apparent in the new system, 

Knowles reported that the system ‘appears to answer extremely well’ the advantages 

of which included the following: 

 

• The time of the inferior officers was no longer taken up in the searching for 

materials 

• No timber articles were taken from the piles by the workmen and the improper 

conversions from that end put a stop to 

• More correct accounts were kept of the receipts and issues of timber 

• The state of the stores could be ascertained at all times 

• The timber materials required for the various works were provided with more 

efficiency 

  

  (ADM 106/1784 14
th

 March 1812; Ibid 26
th

 March 1812).  

 

The various changes noted above and the successful conclusion of the experiment in 

improving the accounting for the expenditure of timber resulted in the establishment 

of the new system on a permanent basis at all the yards in 1814 (ADM 106 / 3248 14
th

 

May 1827). The great cost alluded to above was reduced through the introduction of 

the new measures. In monetary terms the new system was to save a staggering £6000 

per annum (ADM 106/3240). 

 

Despite minor adjustments, particularly in the administrative complexities and 

accounting procedures (ADM 106/1823 30
th

 June 1814; Haas 1994: 60), the 

modifications to the system in 1814 continued unaltered until further changes were 

made in 1827. Melville upon the conclusion of a visitation to Chatham in 1821 stated 

that the Commission of Revision had done little to improve the situation in the 

dockyards (ADM 1/3462 December 1821) – but in fact the general condition in the 

yards were eerily similar to those witnessed by Sandwich, Middleton and St Vincent 

many decades earlier. In the management of timber the measure of the effectiveness 
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of the changes made in 1814 are perhaps indicated by the thirteen years in which the 

system survived without any notable change. This notion is also supported by the 

Navy Board Report of 1827 which states ‘Until the present time this system has 

continued in force without producing any sort of inconvenience to the Service or well 

formed complaint…’. The system had succeeded with regard to the economical 

conversion of timber and as far as practicable (the constant changes in accounting 

procedures sometimes made accounting more problematic) the accurate account of the 

expenditure and remains of timber still in store (ADM 106/3248 14
th

 May 1827 p.2).  

 

Changes made in the Timber Masters Department - 1827  

Two members of the Navy Board were sent to Portsmouth to look into the ‘change in 

the mode of conducting the duties in the timber and measurers department’ The Navy 

Board Report to the Admiralty in 1827 outlines the procedures in the Timber Masters 

Department and the duties of the Timber Master and his Assistant then in practice. 

The report also outlines the measures that were to be introduced in the revised system. 

The changes instigated at this time include: 

 

• Timber Master to become known as – Timber Receiver (£500 per annum) 

• Assistant to the Timber Master to become – Timber Converter 

• Storekeeper to take custody of all timber in store 

 

These changes appear to have been made, apparently in contradiction to the views of 

the principal and inferior officers at Portsmouth Dockyard concerned with all matters 

pertaining to timber– evident in the answers to questions posed by representatives of 

the Navy Board upon their visitation (ADM 106/3248 14
th

 May 1827). The principal 

behind the changes was that of a reversion to ‘divided responsibility’, where each 

aspect of the timber business (receipt, conversion, accounting and storage) was 

entrusted to a separate dockyard officer – similar in part to the system before 1801. As 

the largest part of the former duties of the Timber Master involved the receipt of 

timber or ‘outdoor work’, the desire to create a post solely connected with this duty 

does make some sense. The same can be said of the Timber Converter, who as the 

Assistant to the Timber Master, was employed primarily in the conversion of timber 

articles at the saw pits. The distraction caused by the supervision of the accounting of 
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timber by the Timber Master - often keeping his time employed away from his 

principal duties (receipt of timber) - resulted in the transfer of the custody and 

accounting of timber stores to the Storekeeper (himself responsible for the provision 

of regular timber accounts to the Master Shipwright). The visitation to the yards by 

the Lord High Admiral (Duke of Clarence) in 1827 gives reference to the changes 

discussed above. The report continues, ‘…and previous to the present visitations, the 

Timber Masters Department was broken up and his Clerks turned over to the 

Storekeeper, in whose charge the timber was placed; as formerly.’ (ADM 1/3466 17
th

 

July 1827). Also of interest is the apparent reduction in the volume of work of the 

Timber Receiver noted during the visitation. The reason for this was due to the 

reduced deliveries of timber from the contractors on account of the large stocks 

already in store in the several yards. As a result it was proposed that the Timber 

Receiver should supplement his duties in the receipt of timber with that of general 

stores and other duties as may arise (ADM 1/3465 August 1827). The success of these 

new measures is difficult to quantify, although the further changes made in 1847 

perhaps indicate a degree of continued dissatisfaction with the measures. 

 

Changes made in the Timber Department – 1847 

In 1847, the Head Timber Converter established during the changes of 1827 became 

the Timber Inspector. The failure of the ‘divided responsibility’ inherent in the 

previous changes resulted in a return to the ‘individual responsibility’ of the officer 

for the receipt, preservation and conversion of timber. This also included the keeping 

of timber accounts for the ‘…quality of timber, when first brought into the yard, and 

upon the stacking, and other arrangements for preserving it, as well as upon cases of 

improper conversion…’. He was to be taken from the class of Foreman of the yard 

and allowed one Clerk to assist in keeping accounts of timber. In addition he was also 

allowed two Sub-Converters, known as Assistant Converters, to be taken from the 

class of Inspector (formerly a Quartermen until 1833 and in addition to supervising 

the work of a Company (30 men) also replaced the Measurers in measuring 

shipwrights work) to assist in the conversion of timber. (ADM 1/5591 14
th

 December 

1848; ADM 1/5580 27
th

 February 1847).  

 

In 1848 the Report of the Committee of Revision gives account of the effects of the 

system on the general working of the dockyards. The report states that ‘…at the close 



 92 

of the most searching enquiry that the dockyards have been subjected to during the 

last 20 years…no grave instances of misconduct or peculation have come to our 

knowledge…that the faults…are faults rather of the system than of the men’. It is 

clear that important aspects of the system were seen to be defective. The Report 

highlights concerns over the machinery of the system where ‘…there is a want of 

unity about it, and of real responsibility, which generate laxity, and must lead 

ultimately to abuse.’ Furthermore the Regulations then in force at the dockyards were 

also seen to be misguided where ‘…their [the Regulations] efficacy depends more 

upon the spirit in which they are carried out as a whole, rather than by a rigid 

adherence by particular officers, to particular parts.’ (ADM 1/5591 14
th

 December 

1848 p.2). Problems were identified with the receipt and storage of timber. At five of 

the yards ‘…all the arrangements…are of the most wasteful and improvident 

character’. The over-use of labour and the inefficient methods used in the transfer of 

timber articles from the place of receipt to the storage areas was also observed during 

the visitation. In addition, the clear effects of divided responsibility within the 

operations of the yards were also noted. The report continues;  

 

‘So strongly have the Dockyards become familiarised with these slovenly and costly 

blunders for which no one will admit himself responsible. The Timber Inspector says 

he cannot act without the concurrence of the Master Shipwright. The Master 

Shipwright considers, and not without reason, that in general arrangements of the 

Yard:- he ought to have the sanction of the Yard Superintendant:- while the 

Superintendant takes no general view of the economical wants of the Dockyard and 

leaves the details of the timber arrangements to his subordinates.’ (ADM 1/5591 14
th

 

December 1848 p.7) 

 

With the increased developments in the use of iron and steam power from the middle 

of the 19
th

 century, the requirements for large stocks of timber were diminished. Thus, 

in 1868 the post of Timber Inspector was abolished (Crawshaw 1999: 1/77). 

 

The management of timber and timber marking 

Similar to the evidence presented for the various working processes in the 

management of timber in the 18
th

 century (Chapter 3), the archaeological evidence 

clearly indicates similar practices (and the development of these practices) from the 
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early 19
th

 century. With this, it is possible to identify a variety of types of timber 

marks, applied to the timbers during the various working phases and by different 

workmen. This ultimately leads to a corpus of timber marks on a single timber that 

highlights a number of marking phases – more of which later.  

 

Before discussing the tangible archaeological evidence for the marking of timbers 

within shipbuilding and dockyard contexts, it is perhaps important to identify the 

nature of the Timber Master’s department, the various working processes with regard 

to timber, and the individuals responsible for the management and marking of timber 

during this period. It is not the intention to give specific examples at this point, but to 

simply identify the processes in which the practice of timber marking (in its various 

forms) is carried out.  

 

The Timber Masters 

As identified above, the Instructions state that the Timber Master was to be selected 

from one of the Assistants to the Master Shipwright and was chosen primarily for the 

experience and knowledge in matters relating to the management of timber. The 17
th

 

Article of the Master Shipwright’s Instructions state, ‘…one of your assistants is to be 

charged with the entire management…of timber’, although the Master Shipwright was 

at liberty to change the Timber Master whenever he saw fit, ‘…..always observing 

that the Timber Master is to be changed whenever it shall appear to you that any other 

of your assistants is more capable of executing this service.’ (ADM 106/3240 p.112 -

13). The rank of the Assistant seems to have mattered little, as the position of ‘Timber 

Master’ was a temporary post, where he was considered equal to the other Assistants, 

also commanding the same salary. As outlined above, in most cases, the Timber 

Master was selected from within the existing infrastructure of the dockyards. In some 

instances however the Timber Master was also employed from elsewhere. In the case 

of Joseph Tucker, experience and knowledge secured him a position as Assistant to 

the Master Shipwright at Plymouth in 1801 (see above). He had formerly been 

employed by the East India Company as Assistant to the Surveyor, a position that no 

doubt reflected the desire of Bentham to hire men on merit, and through the levels 

gained in knowledge and experience in the management of timber – a form of 

meritocracy. The table below indicates those individuals employed in the post of 

Timber Master. 
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NAME NAME OF 

YARD 

TIMBER 

MASTER 

ASSISTANT TO 

MASTER 

SHIPWRIGHT 

J Knowles Woolwich 1803-14 (2
nd

) 1797-1803 

G Boddy Woolwich 1814-29 (3
rd

) 1809-14 

J Jagoe Woolwich 1801-03  

W Plucknett Chatham 1801-08  

W Stone Chatham 1808-10  

S Jones Chatham 1810-24  

R J Nelson Deptford 1798-1803  

W Stone Deptford 1803-08  

J Welstead Deptford 1808-20  

W Maddock Sh’ness 1801-11  

W Ward Sh’ness 1811-27  

W Collins Plymouth 1779-1802  

T Strover Plymouth 1802-13  

J Ancell Plymouth 1814-15 (4th) 1801-14 

R Moseberry P’mouth 1801-24  

 
Table 4.1 Individuals employed in the post of Timber Master (compiled from Morriss 

1983 p.157-166) 

 

The duties of the Timber Master 

The duties of the Timber Master are comprehensively listed in the printed instructions 

issued in 1802 (noted above). On the whole the nature of their duties remained the 

same, even after the changes to the timber and measurers department in 1827 (noted 

below). The Timber Master’s duties are briefly outlined in the report, that states; 

 

‘The Timber Master is required when the timber is landed from the Contractor’s 

vessel and spread for survey, to examine it and cause it to be bored and searched for 

defects – and to mark the measuring places according to the terms of the contract – 

he has then to measure the timber in the presence of two clerks (one from his own and 

one from the Clerk of the Checks office) determining at the time whether the timber be 

of proper quality and fixing what abatements shall be made in its contents on account 

of defects – marking the distinguishing No. and other particulars on each piece 

received.’  

(ADM 106/3248) 

 

The composition of the Timber Masters Department 

The Timber Master’s Department comprised a number of personnel who had specific 

roles within the management of timber. Shortly after the introduction of the new 
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Instructions in 1801, the Admiralty (especially Vincent and Bentham) and the Navy 

Board maintained a wary eye on the progress of the Timber Masters’ and their 

subordinates. A letter dated 22
nd

 December 1802 required that the Timber Masters 

from all the Royal Dockyards provide reports detailing the number of men and the 

requisite duties placed in their charge.  

 

The Instructions state in general terms the types of workmen within the Royal 

Dockyards that were to be employed in the Timber Master’s Department. The 2
nd

 

Article states that the Timber Master is; 

 

‘….. from time to time to demand of the Master Shipwright, in writing, as many 

subordinate persons of the different descriptions viz. laborers, sawyers, shipwrights 

and other artificers, as also quartermen, or even foremen, as he may find necessary 

for the carrying on of his duty; fixing on those whose personal qualifications may be 

best suited to afford him the assistance required.’  

 

Few references relate to information with regard to the amount and type of workmen 

employed under the Timber Master. Some references do give us at least some idea 

however, in the years following the introduction of the Instructions (ADM 106 / 2054 

Navy Board In-Letters from the Yards 1800 – 03). Richard Mosebury, the Timber 

Master at Portsmouth Yard between 1801 and 1824 reported on the number of men 

employed and their respective duties in his department – outlined in the table below. 

  

Portsmouth 24 / 12 / 1802 

 

NO. OF 

PERSONS 

TYPE OF 

ARTIFICER 

DUTIES PERFORMED 

1 Quarterman of 

Shipwrights 

 

22 Shipwrights Shipwrights (4 employed in sorting slabs, sorting 

timber and plank from the old ships under repair, 

attending at loading the contractors carts with chips 

and sawdust, and taking account of the same. 3 

labourers employed under him [shipwright] ). 

 
Table 4.2 Number of respective workmen and their duties employed in the Timber 

Master’s Department at Portsmouth 
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The number of men given in the above report stressed doubts as to whether the 

number mentioned was in fact sufficient. Richard Mosebury goes on to say, “…we 

are unable to say whether the said [regulations] can be complied with the above 

number of men, but the said number, the smallest the service can be carried on 

with…”. It is uncertain whether the above report gives the total number of men under 

his employ, although the duties outlined do give an idea of the nature of the working 

processes in the yard. The rather brief report noted in the table above does not provide 

any comprehensive data relating to the specific duties of the people employed in the 

Timber Masters Department. Reports from other yards, such as Plymouth  (24 / 12 / 

1802), Chatham (24 / 12 / 1802) and Woolwich ( Dec  1802) are also vague as to the 

occasions and persons responsible for the marking of timber (ADM 106/2054 1802). 

Despite this, the reports from Deptford and Sheerness expand upon the information 

provided above and provide clear reference to marking episodes. 

 

The table below outlines the men employed in the department at Deptford Dockyard, 

interestingly during the period when Bentham was instigating his reorganisation of 

the Master Shipwright’s offices in the yard. Archaeological evidence illustrating these 

changes and the first evidence for the marking of timber indicative of the new system 

introduced in 1801 will be discussed in Chapter 5. The information provided below 

gives a good indication of the number of workmen involved in the various stages of 

working in the timber department. Of particular note is the indication for the sorting 

and marking of timber by two shipwrights. 

 

Deptford 27 / 12 / 1802 

 

NO. OF 

PERSONS 

TYPE OF 

ARTIFICER 

DUTIES PERFORMED 

1 Shipwright Converting oak 

1 Shipwright Converting masts and fir timber 

1 Shipwright Setting of lengths of measuring timber at the cranes 

1 Shipwright Measuring sawyers work 

1 Shipwright Measuring the contents of conversion at the pits 

2 Shipwright Sorting and marking timber 
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1 Shipwright Entering accounts and keeping of books 

   

35 Sawyers (pairs) agreeable to the peace establishment 

14 Labourers Landing timber at the cranes or stowing it in piles 

12 Labourers Piling rough and sided timber 

12 Labourers Getting timber to the pits 

1 horses 5 teams in total to convey timber around the yard 

 

Table 4.3 Number of respective workmen and their duties employed in the Timber 

Master’s Department at Deptford 

 

 

In addition, the Report from Sheerness is particularly revealing when identifying the 

number and type of dockyard workmen responsible for the marking of timber - and 

the stage at which the timber is marked. The table below indicates that timber is 

marked by a labourer on the receipt and conversion of timber at the Yard.  

 

Sheerness Yard 24 / 12 / 1802 

 

NO. OF 

PERSONS 

TYPE OF 

ARTIFICER 

DUTIES PERFORMED 

1 Late [sawyers] 

measurer 

to measure timber and check accounts of sawyers 

work 

1 Late converter provide and convert [timber]  

1 Shipwright purveying timber 

1 Shipwright measure the conversion and return to the store to make 

drawings of the pieces 

1 Shipwright to keep general accounts of conversion and 

expenditure of timber 

1 Shipwright timber taster to square and prepare timber for 

measurement and one [shipwright] occasionally to 

assist 

1 labourer to mark and number timber on receipt and 
conversion, with the additional assistance of labourers 

and horses to unload, cart and store away timber in 

berths and to take it to and from the saw pits and other 

places as wanted….Also one [labourer] to select offal 

for treenails etc. and two [labourers] to pile offal for 

other use 

 

Table 4.4 Number of respective workmen and their duties employed in the Timber 

Master’s Department at Sheerness 
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In general the information highlighted above gives a brief but interesting insight into 

the number of workmen employed within the Timber Master’s Department and the 

nature of the duties in which they were employed at the beginning of the 19
th

 century. 

Perhaps more importantly is the, albeit brief, reference to those individuals connected 

with the marking of timber and the working processes in which the marking was 

carried out (discussed further below). Indeed, the number of men employed under the 

Timber Master varied according to the demands upon the dockyards, especially in 

times of war and peace, where the scale of the establishment could change 

accordingly (Haas 1994; Morriss 1983). The information provided above gives the 

recommended scale of the department during the brief period of peace in 1801/2. 

Further fragmentary evidence provides a comparison with the establishment of 

shipwrights and artificers employed under the Timber Master at Woolwich after the 

continuation of hostilities with France (ADM 106 / 3240 26
th

 November 1810).  A 

comparison with the 1802 figures is as follows; 

 

Woolwich Yard -  Dec  1802 

 

Foreman of Shipwrights  1 employed in taking descriptions of masts 

 Scavelmen  2  “ “ “ “ 

 Shipwrights  12  

 Labourers  54 (36 is minimum required) 

 

18 extra labourers required when landing, receiving and stowing away. Also 1 

shipwright to write in the Timber Masters office. 

 

Woolwich Yard -  October 1810  

 Sub-Quartermen of Shipwright’s 3 

 Shipwrights    14 

 

Although the figures above do not allow for an exact comparison, it is possible to 

identify a slight increase in the number of shipwrights employed under the Timber 

Master. On the whole however - with the exception of Sheerness - the number of 

shipwrights employed is similar (roughly 12).  

 

Further documents also allow for comparative information for the number of 

workmen engaged under the Timber Master. An account of this nature was sent to the 
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Navy Board from Woolwich on the 18
th

 July 1807, providing information concerning 

the ‘…shipwrights and other artificers not employed at their tools’. This document 

provides a more comprehensive insight into the nature of the employment of artificers 

in the Timber Master’s Department. A total of fifteen men were employed under the 

Timber Master during this period, not dissimilar to the numbers given above (ADM 

106/2055 18
th

 July 1807). A letter from Portsmouth in the same year also provides 

comparative data as to the number of shipwrights employed under the Timber Master. 

A total of twenty three shipwrights were employed, indicating the increased 

establishment allowed for a busy yard such as Portsmouth (ADM 106/2055 28
th

 

August 1807). 

 

The later references also give some indication of the men employed under the Timber 

Master, and also show the consequences of the further adjustments made to the 

Instructions and the mode of managing timber after the visitations of the dockyards in 

1810; in particular, the introduction of an Assistant to the Timber Master and the 

furnishing of sufficient clerks to undertake the multifarious accounting required for 

the various timber articles (ADM 106 / 3240). 

 

With the aid of documentary sources it is possible to identify the points at which 

timbers are marked and the type of dockyard workmen who marked them. The 1802 

dockyard reports, noted above, give some indication of the marking of timber, as does 

the later correspondence from Woolwich and Portsmouth Yards (ADM 106 / 2055 

18
th

 July 1807). What seems clear from this evidence is an indication of the class of 

workman who carried out the marking of timber. What is interesting is the 

employment of shipwrights and labourers, in addition to the dockyard officers and 

their clerks, for the marking of timber - as intimated in the instructions. This has 

interesting implications when trying to assess levels of literacy and numeracy within 

the dockyard workforce at the beginning of the 19
th

 century. 

 

The following gives an outline of the different working stages within the management 

of timber within the dockyards from the beginning of the 19
th

 century. It is noted here 

that the basic stages are essentially the same to those identified during the 18
th

 

century, although also apparent is the much more comprehensive data available – both 

documentary and archaeological from which to study the marking of timber. 
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Surveying and visual inspection of timber in the forests (purveying)  

The position of purveyor as a distinct and separate post under the Master Shipwright 

was abolished with the introduction of the new Regulations in 1801 (CHA/E/72 29
th

 

June 1801). After the changes, the Purveyor was taken from the class of shipwrights - 

usually a Quarterman of shipwrights - within the Timber Master’s Department. The 

responsibilities of the Purveyor however were essentially the same as previously; 

namely the procurement of various species of timber articles throughout the British 

Isles and abroad (CHA/K/28 16
th

 January 1817 – timber from Essex and Kent; 

CHA/F/30 2
nd

 September 1817 – timber from Monmouthshire and Shropshire; 

CHA/H/13 5
th

 January 1835 – timber from Tuscany; CHA/H/77 1850 – timber from 

Spain). As has been highlighted in the last chapter, timber was procured through 

contract, and on a vast scale, thus necessitating the need to account for the numerous 

loads of felled timber belonging to a particular consignment delivered to the yard by 

the Contractor. As a result, the timber chosen by the Purveyor was marked and the 

details of such markings were often included within the purveyor’s reports sent to the 

dockyards prior to delivery. 

 

The instances and types of timber marks relating to this process are well represented 

in the documentary record for the first half of the 19
th

 century – no doubt the product 

of the increase in paperwork associated with the new regulations. The wealth of 

information provided also gives an indication as to the circumstances in which the 

marks are realised and in some instances a clear reference as to the purposes and 

meanings of the marks. The Purveyor at Chatham during this period was J S 

Coomber, he was responsible for the marking of timber and the provision of reports 

for the quantities of timber provided for the various yards (CHA/K/25 17
th

 July 1815 

p.118). In some instances Purveyors from other yards would provide similar 

information, such as the report provided by B Ramage, the Purveyor at Portsmouth, 

for the account of sided oak timber destined for Chatham (CHA/K/27 16
th

 August 

1815 p.226). In many cases the Purveyors from different yards would also assist each 

other with the survey of timber in the forests (CHA/F/30 14
th

 May 1817). Instances 

were also common where in addition to the Purveyor timber would also be marked by 

the contractor. In 1817 a letter was sent to Chatham stating that the timber provided in 

a contract from Mr Bowsher was being marked in upper Monmouthshire and the 
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surrounding counties by a Mr Waterman (probably the Agent). The large quantities of 

timber within the consignment resulted in a delay which necessitated the request for 

the assistance of someone from Chatham Yard to travel to Chester to mark 2000 loads 

of timber delivered from Shropshire. Mr Coomber was duly ordered to the region to 

hammer timber to minimise the delay in delivery (CHA/F/30 2
nd

 September 1817). 

Similar to the mode of marking timber in the 18
th

 century, the most common method 

of marking timber in this process was with a stamp - although in some instances 

timber was also rased with a knife. In addition, the information provided in the marks 

was on the whole the same; including the stamps used by the Purveyors to identify 

timber selected by them (CHA/H/13 15
th

 April 1835); Purveyors numbers, dimensions 

(eg length) of timber, and letters or initials (CHA/K/29 13
th

 February 1818; 

CHA/H/06 14
th

 June 1833 Article 863; CHA/H/13 15
th

 April 1835 Article 561). In 

some cases however both stamps and rase marks were placed on the same timber 

(CHA/K/28 19
th

 November 1816 p.28 – see HMS Victory, Chapter 9). One such 

example includes correspondence from RE Elwes, Purveyor in Italy, to Chatham 

Dockyard. He indicates the types of stamps that will be marked on each end of the 

timber and the Progressive Number being rased between two broad arrows on the side 

face of each piece (CHA/H/13 15
th

 April 1835 Article 561). In addition to the more 

common forms of marking performed by Purveyors, references also provide 

information for the stamping and rasing of timbers with letters relating to the place at 

which the timber was felled and the species of each assignment of timber. One such 

reference alludes to the receipt of timber from Australia, marked with letters stamped 

by the Purveyor during selection and indicating the place from which they were 

shipped (ADM 106/1883 13
th

 August 1804). 

 

Receipt, measurement, storage, seasoning 

Upon delivery to the dockyards, the timber was unloaded from the contractor’s 

vessels and laid out on the quayside for examination and measurement. This was 

carried out by labourers and shipwrights known as timber ‘tasters’ who were 

responsible for the checking of the timber for defects. Of all the working processes 

connected with timber, the receipt and measurement of timber consignments upon 

delivery comprised the most common form of vexation – not only for the dockyards 

(and Navy Board) but also the contractors. This vexation particularly in the case of 

the contractors, was caused by protracted periods of delay in the unloading (and hence 
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survey) of timber – obviously resulting in loss of revenue. As such, measures were 

introduced to try and alleviate the problem by introducing guidelines for the time to 

be taken in unloading vessels of a certain tonnage (CHA/S/3 1
st
 January 1806). After 

the delivery of timber, representatives (usually clerks except in the presence of the 

Timber Master) from the Timber Master’s Department (the receipt of timber was the 

Timber Master’s most important role), the Clerk of the Check (post abolished 1829), 

Clerk of the Survey (post abolished in 1822) and the Storekeeper (became sole 

accounting officer and paymaster in 1829) and would then accompany the Timber 

Master at the measurement in order to check that the timber was in concordance with 

the contract (POR/J/5 Order in Council 4
th

 July 1805). The receipt of timber after 

1827 was conducted by the Timber Receiver (formerly the Timber Master) and after 

1847 by the Timber Inspector (formerly the Timber Converter); after which in both 

cases the custody of timber was transferred to the Storekeeper (ADM 1/5580). This 

process might also include the boring of the wood to check for hidden defects. At this 

stage the timber would be marked at the measuring places (the points on the timber at 

which the measurement is made using callipers), after which the Timber Master 

would measure the timber in the presence of two Clerks (usually one from his own 

and one from the Clerk of the Checks office) (ADM 106/3248). The Timber Master 

would then mark the measurement or dimensions of the timber onto the respective 

piece (CHA/K/28 16
th

 January 1817 p.117). In addition, the Distinguishing Number, 

the year of delivery, the contents and abatement (if any), and the initials of the Timber 

Master and the accompanying Superior Officer were marked onto the timber by either 

a stamp or rase knife. The Distinguishing number was to begin at No.1 at the 

beginning of the year and run concurrently for each species of timber until the end of 

the year. In this way it was hoped that on the survey of stores at the end of the year it 

would be possible to ascertain the total number of each species of timber delivered 

into the yard (ADM 106/3240 17
th

 Article p.25; CHA/K/30 31
st
 July 1818 p.4-5; 

ADM 106/3248 1827). At this time it would be determined whether the timber was of 

sufficient quality to be received into store, and the abatements (corrections for 

defects) made in its contents in lieu of any defects. The timber would then be removed 

and stored in various selected locations around the yard.  

 

In addition to the more traditional timber species employed in shipbuilding the Navy 

Board was keen to procure new timber species to augment and in some cases 



 103 

substitute the shortfall in home grown timber supplies – especially English oak. This 

was particularly the case during the acute timber crisis of the early 19
th

 century – the 

result of the protracted War with France and the disastrous relationship between the 

timber contractors and Lord St Vincent as 1
st
 Lord of the Admiralty, noted above. 

 

 Selection, moulding & conversion 

If timber components were to be selected for conversion from rough timber, then the 

Timber Master’s Assistant would supervise the Converters during selection of the 

appropriate articles. Timber would then be sent to the Converters Pound where 

moulds would be delivered from the mould loft. The timbers selected for moulding 

(for the construction of vessels) were marked around the mould and ‘lined-out’, 

leaving what have been termed ‘guidelines’ (ADM 106/2055 Portsmouth Yard 28
th

 

August 1807; CHA/H/8 October 9
th

 1833). In most cases the guidelines are dubbed 

out during conversion at the saw pits, although, as we shall see, evidence of such 

marks does survive within the archaeological record (Chapter 7 and 8). After the 

timber had been moulded it would be taken to the saw pits and converted under the 

supervision of the Converters and the Assistant to the Timber Master (supervised 

himself from time to time by the Timber Master), or the Timber Converter and 

Timber Inspector after 1827 and 1847 respectively. The conversions were also to be 

measured by the Sub-Measurers (previously Sawyers Measurers) to value the work of 

the sawyers (ADM 106/2536 Standing Order No. 212 22
nd

 March 1813). Timber was 

also marked after the conversion of timber, selected for specific purposes either for 

shipbuilding or for use in the construction and repair of buildings around the yard 

(CHA/K/28 29
th

 May 1817 p.334). The information placed on the converted article 

included that present on the original log or article during receipt into the yard. This 

included the distinguishing number, the contents, and the year in which the timber 

was delivered (ADM 106/3240 24
th

 Article p129). In addition, information 

concerning the component type and its destination was also marked on the timber. In 

the case of shipbuilding, this might include the place where the timber was destined in 

the vessel and the name of the ship under construction. It is important to note 

however, that despite supporting evidence in the archaeological record no 

documentary references have been identified that highlight this practice. The marking 

of timbers within these working processes as a whole are illustrated in samples of 

ledgers and expense books appending the instructions noted above. These give a good 



 104 

indication of the nature and development of accounting of timber undertaken. They 

also provide a direct link with the types of information marked on timber articles. In 

particular are references to the Purveyors Number; the Distinguishing Number; the 

Year the timber was delivered into the yard; and the contents and abatements of each 

article (ADM 106/3240 1811; ADM 106/3248 1827). Timber articles would then be 

stored until a demand was made by a Quarterman, at which point the timber was 

transferred to the current use cabins, or the present-use storehouse after 1822 (Haas 

1994: 74). 

 

Employment in shipbuilding or in Dockyard structures / returns 

Unfortunately, similar to references to the marking of timber from the 18
th

 century, 

there is a dearth of documentary evidence for timber marking that relates directly to 

the shipbuilding process during this period. The marks associated with the 

information relating to the types of components and their place within a given vessel 

relate predominantly to the conversion and stowage of timber discussed above. A rare 

reference in this respect can be identified in the Regulations introduced at all the yards 

in 1814. This reference states that timber articles were to be marked with a delivery 

mark by the Timber Master (ADM 106/2536 Standing Order No. 206 22
nd

 March 

1813). The timber components were not to be used unless they had been marked to 

confirm the receipt of the timber article upon delivery (ADM 106/3240). If timber 

was returned from the building slips, the marks were crossed out and returned to store 

for use elsewhere. The works performed within the yard were measured either by the 

job or task by measurers, who between 1809 and 1822 were employed under the 

Master Measurer (his post was re-introduced after 1847).  

 

Repair/ Breaking / re-use 

The process of the repair of vessels usually depended on the scale of the repair 

required. The scale of repairs varied from minor or ‘small’ repairs, ‘middling’ repairs 

and ‘large’ repairs (often resulting in many cases in the total rebuild of a vessel).  

Evidence for the re-use of old ship timber being employed in the building and repair 

of other ships is well represented in the documentary record (for example GD51/2/404 

Plymouth Yard 30
th 

July 1808). The repair of vessels with old ship timber is 

interesting. The presence of timber marks within an assemblage of dislocated ship 

timbers may often contain information about the parent vessel from which the re-used 
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components have come, and also makes the archaeologist aware of some of the 

pitfalls that accompany the interpretation of such marks. As we shall see, the practice 

of re-use (especially in buildings) often leads to the survival of timber marks in the 

archaeological record.   

 

Many of the working processes discussed above can be recognised within the 

archaeological record and the timber marks recorded among the timber assemblages 

discussed in the following chapters. What is interesting is the relationship between the 

new regulations introduced at the beginning of the 19
th

 century and the increase in the 

instances where timber is marked compared to those in the 18
th

 century. This is 

particularly the case with the development of the ‘standard’ marks associated with the 

new Instructions in 1801. In later chapters this standard sequence of timber marks is 

referred to as a ‘syntax’ of marks. This ‘syntax’ provides evidence for the marking of 

the information given in the instructions – such as the Progressive (made by the 

Purveyor) and Distinguishing Number, the year, the contents (and possibly 

abatements), and the initials of the Timber Master or official present during the 

receipt and measurement of timber (among others).  

 

The marks represent examples of pre-existing practices prior to the changes 

introduced with the introduction of the Timber Master in 1801, and those illustrative 

of the new system. Despite the various changes to the timber department, particularly 

in 1814, 1827 and 1847, it will become evident that on the whole the marking of 

timber was carried out in roughly the same manner as those employed from the 

beginning of the 19
th

 century. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the changes in the management of timber in the Royal 

Dockyards, inherent in the increased desire for the ‘reform’ of such practices by 

individuals such as Charles Middleton (later Lord Barham), Samuel Bentham and 

Lord St Vincent. The vehicle for reform during this period was through the various 

Commissions; employed to better the various facets of dockyard management and 

operations. The success or otherwise of the various changes in the management of 

timber is perhaps intimated by the comments made in the report of the 1848 dockyard 

visitation – namely the system in its various forms was still at fault. It could be argued 
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however that the condition of timber management in the dockyards from the early 19
th

 

century onwards improved immeasurably on that of the previous century, especially 

with the concept of ‘individual responsibility’ and the introduction of the Timber 

Master.  

 

Also highlighted is an overview of the nature of the Timber Master’s Department and 

the workmen employed therein. What is clear is that the number of artificers and 

labourers employed in the department varied between 1801 and 1850 (obviously 

reduced during the reduction in the Establishment in the 1820s (Haas 1994: 68) – 

although little affecting the general duties of the department and the types of 

workmen employed in each. The increased – at times unwieldy – amount of 

paperwork and accounting from 1801 was also subject to continued ‘tweaking’. 

Attempts (on the whole not entirely successful) were made to streamline the 

accounting system and ensure that the correct number and types of dockyard staff 

were responsible for such, and not shipwrights and artificers whose skills were better 

utilised in other aspects of the department. In addition, the comprehensive 

documentary record has allowed the identification of direct references to the marking 

of timber during this period; the working processes in which timbers are marked; the 

individuals responsible for the marking of timber; and details concerning the nature of 

the information itself. Indeed, this important corpus of documentary evidence 

provides priceless information in support of the archaeological evidence. The marking 

of timber also gives rise to the question of levels of literacy and numeracy within the 

dockyard workforce where the archaeological evidence in the following chapters will 

highlight a definite development in the legibility of the marks and the use of plain 

language. 
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CHAPTER 5 – The Master Shipwright’s House, Deptford 

 

The last chapter outlined the changes in the management of timber in the Royal 

Dockyards at the beginning of the 19
th

 century, and in particular the introduction of the 

post of Timber Master. In addition, the introduction of the new system also influenced 

changes in the nature of timber marks. This chapter introduces evidence for the changes 

inherent in the new system of timber management, particularly with the influence of 

Bentham’s ideal of ‘central inspection’ and ‘individual responsibility’. In addition, we 

also see for the first time the tangible evidence for the new system as illustrated in the 

remains of timber marks. 

 

This evidence was discovered at the Master Shipwright’s House and offices at the former 

Royal Dockyard at Deptford on the River Thames in London (Figure 5.1) (Prescott & 

Atkinson 2001). The dockyard at Deptford developed from an early period, due primarily 

to its safe strategic position and the proximity to London and the centre of naval 

administration. By 1513, the yard comprised two storehouses, and by 1517, a further 

basin, wharf and workshops. By the end of Henry VIII’s reign, Deptford was the 

principal yard of the navy. The 17
th

 century witnessed the gradual decline of the yard, as 

was also the case with Woolwich Dockyard, located downstream on the Thames. With 

the focus of hostilities shifting towards France and Spain in the 18
th

 century, the reduced 

strategic importance of the Thames Yards resulted in the pre-eminence of Portsmouth and 

Plymouth in the west. In addition, the increased silting of the Thames and the inability of 

the yards to service the larger ships of the line meant that Deptford was reduced to the 

building and repair of smaller vessels (Morriss 1983: 1). Despite this however, Depford 

was to continue to operate as one of the principal storage facilities for materials and 

victuals, operating from the victualling yard adjacent to the dockyard.  

 

The Master Shipwright’s House and adjoining offices are situated in the southeast corner 

of the former dockyard, adjacent to the ‘water gate’ and the Thames waterfront (Figure 

5.2 and Plate 5.1). Unfortunately, much of the dockyard has succumbed to the 

devastation of the Blitz, and more recently, the pressures of development and commercial 
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enterprise.  This is no less apparent with the location of a large warehouse, now 

occupying the site of the filled-in double dry dock adjacent to the Master Shipwright’s 

House and offices.  

 

The structures that survive to this day are particularly well preserved (although much 

altered), offering a rare survival of dockyard buildings whose foundations date to the first 

half of the 18
th

 century, perhaps only emulated by the extensive Georgian buildings at 

Chatham. The complex also represents the only surviving extant buildings that date to the 

early dockyard.  The site of the house and offices has been occupied by a succession of 

residences for the Master Shipwright dating from the Tudor Period. In 1698, Edward 

Dummer (Surveyor of the Navy) completed his work entitled “A Survey and Description 

of the Principle Harbours with their Accommodations and Conveniences for erection, 

mooring, securing and refitting the Navy Royall of England”. The survey gives mention 

of the ‘Builders dwelling house’, comprising a timber framed and gabled building. This 

building dates from the mid 16
th

 century and was valued at £100.11.11 (British Library, 

King’s Manuscript 43/44).  This valuation compared unfavourably with those for the 

residencies of the other senior dockyard officers at the time, of which the most notable 

discrepancy was that noted with the value of the Clerk of the Cheques house, at 

£946.10.0. With the death of Fisher Harding, Master Shipwright at Deptford in 1705 

came the opportunity to remedy the situation. The new Master Shipwright, Joseph Allin 

petitioned the Navy Board into the deteriorated state of his residence, requesting the 

approval for a new building (ADM 106/3294 20
th

 June 1706). His petition was well heard 

and the Navy Board agreed, resulting in the completion of a fine, Queen Anne residence 

in 1708, the final cost of which came to £800, compared to the original estimate of £525.  

 

By 1720, a familiar situation was noted with the decayed state of the offices occupied by 

the Master Shipwright, Master Shipwright’s Assistants, Master Attendant and Clerk of 

the Survey, and also the Storekeeper, who was in need of a new office. It was proposed 

that the old offices be taken down and new offices to be built, two storeys high, in which 

to accommodate the Storekeeper (ADM 106/3466 27
th

 June 1720).  The swift approval of 

the Navy Board saw the near completion of the new offices by August 1720 (ADM 
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106/3299 30
th

 August 1720), the results of which are captured in the dockyard model of 

1774 (National Maritime Museum), indicative of the nature of the Master Shipwright’s 

House and annexed offices prior to the alterations of the early 19
th

 century (Plate 5.2). 

 

These alterations were promulgated by Samuel Bentham in 1803, who aimed to 

rationalise the space and function of the offices in a drive to facilitate his principal of 

‘central inspection’. After the protracted justification for his ideas in his correspondence 

to the Navy Board (ADM/Q/3323 28
th

 February 1805), the proposals were finally 

approved in 1805. His plans were undoubtedly the embodiment of the concepts inherent 

in his designs for the renowned Panopticon. The new, upper floor offices comprised the 

shipwrights repository, drawing room, two assistants offices and model room, which 

enabled the close working and co-operation of the Master Shipwright’s subordinate 

officers, assistants and clerks (Work 41/585-6). The changes also necessitated the 

remodelling of the upper floor and roof space of the existing office building. Another 

significant change was the introduction of the Timber Master’s office adjacent to the 

Master Shipwright’s office on the ground floor.  

 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION 

 

The archaeological assessment highlighted some intersting features within the Master 

Shipwright’s House and offices. The significance of the findings and the informative 

nature of the evidence succeeded in helping to answer a number of key questions 

concerning the nature of the ship timbers and the developmental history of the building 

complex. The survival of the timber marks on a number of timbers within the assemblage 

played a key role in answering these questions. 

 

The initial evaluation of the timber components and associated timber marks within the 

Master Shipwright’s house and offices highlighted the necessity for a more in depth 

survey and recording initiative. This comprised the recording of the timbers and 

associated features on pro-forma data sheets designed for the purpose, supported by 

colour slide photography and 1:1 tracings of key timber marks identified during the initial 

evaluation. In some cases supporting measured sketches were completed but due to the 
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inaccessibility of many of the exposed faces of the timbers a written and photographic 

record was deemed sufficient. The location of the timbers and timber marks were placed 

on the building plans (1:50) as provided by the architects. Further areas of potential 

interest were also highlighted and noted for consideration in future proposals for 

archaeological investigation. A programme of documentary research was also 

implemented and involved a number of visits to the Caird Library at the National 

Maritime Museum and the National Archives. 

 

The timber  assemblage and associated timber marks 

 

1. The Ship Timbers 

All the timbers identified as ship components were re-used as floor joists and were 

located within the ground floor of the office extension to the south of the main house. 

The main assemblage was noted in the Timber Master’s office, although a number of 

timbers were identified in the adjoining room to the south and under a portion of floor in 

the Master Shipwright’s Office to the north. Unfortunately previous demolition of the 

floors in the Timber Master’s Office and the adjoining room to the south has resulted in a 

significant loss of information. However, much can be ascertained from the timbers that 

have fortunately survived. All timbers are numbered starting at one and following 

sequentially thereafter (Figure 5.3).  

 

i) Timber Masters Office 

A total number of 10 timbers (oak) were examined and recorded and represent two 

different types. Timbers 1 to 7 and 13 are all consistent with straight grained components 

where all dimensions (scantlings), surface treatment and fastenings were noted. The 

remaining timbers within the Timber Master’s Office represent long straight pieces with 

checks consistent with scarphing cut at alternating intervals along the eastern and western 

edges. It must be noted that all the timbers were either placed over or adjacent to a brick 

lined pit which is purported to pre-date the present floor (Plates 5.5 and 5.8).   
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a)Timbers 1 to 7 & 13 

Unfortunately the timbers are not complete due to the demolition activity (noted above) 

where in most cases the western ends have been sawn through. Despite the uncertainty of 

the total length of the individual timbers (each timber survives to an average length of 

1.50 metres) they represent two sizes of scantling, measured from the sided (width) and 

moulded (depth) dimensions of the cross section of each timber. In this case timbers 

1,2,3,4 and 6 are sided 16cm (6 ½ inches) and moulded 14cm (5 ½ inches), whereas 

numbers 5,7 and 13 are sided 20cm (8 inches) and moulded 17cm (6 ¾ inches). 

Numerous tool marks were noted on the timbers, including pit saw and adze marks as 

well as hammer and crowbar bruising, common evidence for the demolition and 

dismantling process during the breaking up of the vessel. Surface treatment visible on 

timbers 5, 7 and 13 consisted of red and white/yellow paint, which in all cases was 

painted over the red.  Attachments varied in size and function and consisted of fastenings 

contemporary to the ship construction and latterly with the use of the timbers as floor 

supports. The former include ferrous deck spikes (and holes where spikes have been 

extracted) for the attachment of the deck planking and treenails used to locate and attach 

additional timbers to the beams (eg. Knees). Also, the presence of ‘ghost’ outlines along 

the upper (top) edges of beams 2,5,6 and 7 and the remains of a batten attached to the 

timber number 5 suggest some form of decoration (Plates 5.4 and 5.5). The latter consist 

of nails used to fasten the floorboards to the timbers after their incorporation into the 

building; no yellow metal fastenings were noted. Details of carpentry work include 

double arrussed mouldings on the lower edges of the timbers and in the case of timber 

number 2, a check 25cm x 2.5cm x 2cm was noted on the south face. This is probably 

consistent with a check for the location of a bulkhead component such as a stanchion 

(Plate 5.4)(Lavery, 1987:172-78). No checks or rebates were identified on the timbers 

with exception to timber numbers 6 and 7 where a check was noted adjacent to the recent 

saw marks on the western ends, left after the extraction of the timbers from the building. 

The presence of shipwright’s timber marks was scarce although one was noted on the 

upper face of timber number 5 (Plate 5.5). Despite the fragmentary nature of the mark, it 

was possible to record and analyse the surviving letters. The marks have been tentatively 

deciphered and will be discussed below (Figure 5.6, 5.7 and 5.8). Finally, timber number 
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13 comprised a loose timber similar to timber numbers 5 and 7. This component was part 

of the transverse floor supports and was probably located in the south west corner of the 

office. The timber has provided a good deal of information and illustrates quite clearly 

the nature of its dual employment as a ship and building component. It seems that the 

beam was split longitudinally and the split surface used as the upper face to which the 

floorboards were attached (nails were noted) during its use in the building. Also visible is 

the original upper surface of the beam when in use as a ship component. Ferrous deck 

spikes, similar to those noted above, were still attached. Location marks for the 

positioning of the deck planking were also identified. Of particular interest were the 

presence of two bolt holes and the ‘ghost’ outline highlighting the position of a knee 

which would have been joined with the beam as a strengthening component. This is 

highlighted by the border between the unpainted surface, once covered by the knee, and 

the red and white/yellow paint (the white/yellow paint was over the red) on the visible 

surface (Plate 5.7). Other features include wooden treenail fastenings, double arrussed 

moulded margins and evidence of tool marks and bruising implemented during the taking 

apart of the ship, such as hammer and augur marks. 

 

b) Timbers 8 & 9 

Number eight has unfortunately been extensively cut out during the demolition activity 

mentioned above. Number nine however is intact and as well as the scarphing check also 

shows an interesting rounded terminal at its northern end (Plates 5.4).  

 

ii) Adjoining Office to the south 

In the office to the south, three timbers were recorded. Numbers 10 and 11 form part of 

the partition between the two offices and do not appear to be consistent with re-used ship 

components. However, number 10 revealed timber marks on the north face and number 

11 offered wonderful examples of tool marks made with an adze. The remaining timber 

(number 12) was similar to numbers 8 and 9 although it appeared to be quite degraded at 

the southern end. The timbers were adjacent to another pit, smaller in dimensions than 

that in the Timber Maste’rs office, which is presently occupied by a permanent art 

feature. 
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iii) Master Shipwright’s office 

At present the office is being used for storage so much of the floor is intact. However, a 

small section of floorboards has been removed to reveal further ship components 

consistent with those mentioned above. Both timbers (numbers 14 & 15) are straight 

grained where number 14 is sided 16cm and moulded 14cm and number 15 is sided 20cm 

and moulded 17cm. Surface treatment includes white/yellow paint. Timber number 14 

also showed remains of red paint similar to those recorded in the master Shipwright’s 

office. Both timbers had double arussed moulded margins on their lower edges and 

timber number 15 revealed a sloping scarph or check on the visible upper face measuring 

approximately 20cm long by 15cm wide and 5cm deep. Two bolt holes were also noted 

within the east end of the scarph and to the western side where both the scarph and the 

bolt holes are likely to represent the location for the attachment of a lodging knee. Few 

fastenings were visible but floor nails were noted on the visible upper face of timber 

number 14 (Figure 5.3; Plates 5.9 and 5.10).  

 

2. The Main House and south and east extensions 

After a thorough inspection of the timber components within the house and adjoining 

extensions it became evident that no re-used ship timbers were present. The roof and 

floor timbers as well as the timber-framed partitions were all consistent with new timbers 

having been specifically converted for the purpose. Of interest however was the presence 

of timber marks on many of the timbers of which a number were recorded and 

deciphered. These include a partition stanchion at the top of the main stairs to the second 

floor of the main house where the timber mark gave a date of 1809 (Figure 5.4 and 5.7). 

Number 9 roof joist in the south extension revealed a mark dating to 1804 and finally a 

ceiling/floor joist in the east extension, which gave a date of 1809 (Figure 5.5 and 5.8; 

Plate 5.12) (Atkinson & Prescott 2001).  
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Discussion 

 

1.   The ship timbers 

The description of the timbers above has already indicated that the timbers were re-used. 

As has already been highlighted, the concept of the re-use of ship timber is widespread 

and can be seen within many maritime contexts, particularly in the Royal Dockyards. The 

shortage in the supply of timber, especially after the Seven Years War and again with the 

resumption of hostilities with France in 1803 meant that all measures were taken to 

minimise wastage and the inappropriate use of good quality timber for lesser or ‘inferior’ 

purposes (Morriss, 1983:78-83). Many Dockyard buildings therefore were often 

constructed or repaired with re-used timber taken from vessels that had been subject to 

repair or taken apart. Many examples exist today of such re-use activities and will be 

addressed in later chapters. The up-river location of Deptford on the Thames (giving rise 

to problems of silting and shallow water) would have limited the building, repair and 

taking apart of vessels to those smaller than ships of the line (Morriss 1983:1; Scottish 

National Archive GD51/2/377,1806). Furthermore, the proximity of the double docks 

adjacent to the Master Shipwright’s House would have given easy access to readily 

available ship timbers for re-use. The important discoveries at the Master Shipwright’s 

House and those examples given above contribute to our understanding of the practice of 

taking apart vessels and the subsequent re-use of ship timbers within dockyard contexts. 

 

From the information gathered from the timbers it is possible to highlight a number of 

interesting features and indeed attempt to answer some of the questions that have arisen 

from the investigation. 

 

a) What types of timbers are represented? 

From the nature of the timbers it is possible to try to determine what part of a ship or 

ships the timbers represent. All the components are straight grained and in the case of 

timbers 1 to 7, 13, 14 and 15 are identified as deck beams from a Royal Naval vessel 

smaller than a ship of the line. This is supported by a number of key features identified on 

the timbers. Firstly, the sizes of the timbers are too small to represent straight grained 
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components such as the keel, keelson, stringers and riders, and are too large to represent 

other deck timbers such as carlings and ledges. The timbers all reveal the presence of 

deck spikes and planking location marks which due to their orientation support the 

identification. Three of the four surfaces are painted which suggests that the timbers 

originate from areas of the ship where they would be visible. The moulded margins on 

the lower edges of the timbers not only support this but also suggest that the beams are 

from the upper decks where attention is given to the aesthetic requirements in those areas 

where officers and visitors would frequently reside, especially in the stern. The 

attachment of battens to the timbers (mentioned above) may also indicate attempts to 

increase the decorative aspects of the beams. These attachments are similar to those 

identified on timbers from HMS Victory (Prescott 2001).  

 

With the identification of the timbers, it is possible to suggest from which deck the 

timbers originate. The dimensions or scantlings can perhaps offer the best indication, and 

when we compare the results with the 1745 establishment for the sizes of deck beams 

(this Establishment was chosen given the likely period that the candidates were built ie. 

Post 1745), the timbers are identified as quarter deck beams (Goodwin 1987: 265). 

Furthermore, evidence of the check cut into the lower face of timber number 2 suggests 

that the beam was mated with bulkhead timbers, consistent with the internal 

arrangements of the upper decks. Also, the upper deck beams are smaller in size to those 

of the lower decks primarily due to the lesser size and weight of the ordnance. If we study 

the sizes of deck beams for all classes of vessel, we can surmise that none of the lower 

deck beams are consistent with the sizes of the timbers noted above (Goodwin 1987). 

Furthermore, details synonymous with lower deck beams such as checks for carlings are 

not present on the timbers. As we have seen, timber numbers 8, 9 and 12 differ from 

those mentioned above and their exact provenance as ship timbers is uncertain. 

 

b) What size of Ship/s do they come from? 

The two sizes of scantling of the timbers suggest that the assemblage contains deck 

beams from two Royal Naval vessels each smaller than a ship of the line. However, 

caution must be used when interpreting evidence of this kind due to the often misleading 
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nature of ship timbers as represented in the archaeological record. Although standard 

sizes for ship timbers did exist, it was sometimes the case that components such as beams 

were originally converted to dimensions that were greater than required for their ultimate 

function. This was the case with the lower gun deck beams of HMS Victory where they 

were originally converted to support a deck of 42 pound cannons but actually supported 

32 pounders. Furthermore, it is quite often the case that timbers may have been re-used 

within the repair and modification of other ships (Morriss 1983:26). With these 

qualifications in mind, the following can be suggested. The smaller timbers (1, 2, 3, 4, 6 

& 14) are consistent with quarter deck beams from a ship of 44 guns (5
th

 rate) and the 

larger beams (5, 7, 13 & 15) from a ship of 50 guns (4
th

 rate).  

 

c) How old are the Timbers? 

The assessment has helped to highlight a number of key features in connection with the 

timbers and their possible age. Only dendrochronological (tree-ring) dating can determine 

the felling dates for the timbers (no samples were taken), but key features can be 

identified that can give clues as to their age. Firstly, the red paint identified underneath 

the white/yellow paint on timbers 5, 7, 13 and 15 suggests that the vessel from which the 

timbers have come must have been in service prior to the last decade of the 18
th

 century. 

It must be noted that no red paint was evident on the timbers with the smaller scantlings 

(2, 3, 4, 6 and 14). The colour of the paint is a conclusive indicator as to the period when 

the timbers were in use as ship components. An Admiralty Order dated the 23
rd

 

November 1791 states that all internal surfaces aboard naval vessels were to be painted in 

yellow instead of red as previously practiced (Bugler 1966: 26). The white/yellow paint 

over the top of the red paint as seen on the timbers therefore suggests that the timbers 

were in use throughout this transitional period around 1791. At present the exact date 

range for the timbers is uncertain. If we consider that the timbers were incorporated into 

the building shortly after 1805 and that the service life of a naval vessel varied between 

10 and 40 years then we can surmise that the timbers date to the latter half of the 18
th

 

century.  
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d) Timber marks 

The features mentioned above have helped with the analysis and interpretation of the 

assemblage and has established that the timbers are deck beams from a 44 gun and 50 

gun ship, probably constructed in the latter half of the 18
th

 century. Of particular interest 

however was the discovery of fragmentary carpenter’s timber marks which survived on 

timber number 5.  This timber comprises one of those identified as a quarter deck beam 

from a 50 gun (4
th

 Rate) vessel. Although the marks are fragmentary and appear to be 

incomplete, it is possible to interpret those marks that have been uncovered. What is clear 

is that the marks were inscribed onto the timber using a rase knife, and appear on the 

moulded or side surface of the ship timber component, in this case a deck beam. The 

marks appear as the upper and lower case letters of the Roman convention and read ‘L Q 

D No’. The marks are approximately 100mm in height. The L and the Q are slightly 

obscured by a layer of red paint followed by layer of white, where the letter D and No 

appear to be free of surface treatment. The marks can be translated as ‘[L]arboard side 

(port) [Q]uarter [D]eck  [No] number ….’ (Figure 5.6; Plate 5.5).   

 

e) From which Ships do the Timbers originate? 

We can surmise from the scantlings of the timbers that we are not dealing with ships of 

the line (eg. 74 guns (3
rd

 rate) and above), but with smaller vessels probably of 44 and 50 

guns. The probable age of the timbers suggest that they will have come from ships in 

service around the latter half of the 18
th

 century and no later than 1805 when the ships 

were repaired or broken up and the timbers used in the new alterations within the offices 

adjoining the Master Shipwright’s House (this is supported by dates identified from 

carpenters marks on timber number 10, discussed below). If we consider the mean life 

span of a vessel to be 25 years then it is possible that the vessel will have been built some 

time around 1780. After a preliminary study of the Naval Lists (Lyon, 1993) for all 

possible vessels during this period we are left with a shortlist of possibilities as follows :- 
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Name   No of guns Launched Broken up Service Life  

 

            CHARON  44  1783  1805  22 yrs 

        **ROEBUCK  44  1774  1811  37 yrs 

        **MEDIATOR  44  1782  1810   28 yrs 

 

        **BRISTOL  50  1775  1810  35 yrs 

        **ISIS   50  1774  1810  36 yrs 

           RENOWN  50  1774  1794  20 yrs 

           GRAMPUS  50  1782  1794  12 yrs 

         *BROADERSCARP 50  1769  1805  36 yrs 

 

  * She was originally Dutch and captured in 1799 

** These are unlikely to be represented due to the late breaking-up dates i.e. post     

     1805 

 

 

Table 5.1 The initial candidates for the vessels from which the timbers have come 

 

The preliminary list of possible candidates highlighted above required further 

documentary research to enable a more comprehensive analysis. It was necessary to 

determine which vessels of 44 and 50 guns had been present at Deptford throughout the 

period 1790 to 1805. This time bracket was chosen given the likely period of time in 

which timbers from vessels could be stored prior to use. This included vessels in ordinary 

and those that had undergone any repairs or refits in addition to those that had been taken 

to pieces. The results of the research culminated in the rejection of a number of the 

vessels, namely the BRISTOL and BROADERSCARP where neither vessel had been 

present at Deptford. Although the lists of ships in ordinary at Deptford show the presence 



 

  119 

of the ISIS, it is uncertain whether she underwent any repairs (ADM 42/457 Deptford 

Ordinary 1804). The candidates above can therefore be modified to form a list as 

follows:- 

 

  

Name   No. of guns  Repaired or Broken up 

       at Deptford 

CHARON  44   (BU at Woolwich 1805) 

 ROEBUCK  44   refitted as troopship 1799 

           *MEDIATOR (CAMEL)44   Refit 1798, 1800, 1802 

  

 GRAMPUS  50   BU 1794 

 HINDOSTAN  50   Refit 1800 

 WOOLWICH  50   Refit / Repair 1805 

 

* The MEDIATOR was fitted as a storeship at Woolwich in 1788-9 and renamed CAMEL   

 

(National Maritime Museum Progress Books : Vols. 4 & 5; Lyon, 1993; Winfield, 1997) 

 

 

Table 5.2 The likely candidates for the vessels from which the timbers have come  

 

The above ships offer possibilities as to the identity of the vessels represented in the 

assemblage. Of the 44 gun vessels, the Charon remains a possibility as she was taken to 

pieces at Woolwich Dockyard but both the Roebuck and the Camel remain the more 

likely candidates. From the Progress Books it is possible to establish that the Camel 

underwent a number of refits immediately prior to the alterations to the offices in the 

southeExtension. Furthermore, both vessels are not only represented in the Progress 

Books but also in the Timber Expense Book of Charles Scammel, Quarterman at 

Deptford  dating from 1780 to 1801 (NMM LAD Depford August 1794 – Jan 1796). This 

amazing document gives us accounts of the timber supplied to the vessels whilst docked, 
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quite possibly within the double dock adjacent to the Master Shipwright’s House. Of the 

50 gun vessels the Grampus remains a possibility as she was taken to pieces at Deptford 

in 1794, whilst the Hindostan and Woolwich are further additions after inspecting the 

Progress Books. Although caution must accompany any attempt to identify individual 

candidates, those vessels highlighted above perhaps give an indication as to the most 

likely.  

 

To summarise therefore, the ship timbers appear to be quarter deck beams from two 

vessels of 44 and 50 guns. From the nature of the evidence it is suggested that the ships 

were in service throughout the latter half of the 18
th

 and early 19
th

 century. From 

estimates for the average service life of a vessel during this period, and the incorporation 

of the timbers into the offices, the probable period of service is between 1770/80 and 

1805. Furthermore, the possibilities offered above could give an idea as to which vessels 

may be represented in the assemblage.  

 

2.  The main house and extensions 

Although there is no known ship timbers represented within the main house, the presence 

of timber marks on a number of timbers has provided some useful information in helping 

to date components within the structure of the house and the periods of development that 

they represent. One mark in particular helps to give a rough date as to the work carried on 

in the main house during renovations in the early 19
th

 century (William & Chris, 

pers.com). The marks were deciphered and give a date of 1809. If we suppose that timber 

may well be stored for several years before use, then we can suggest that the works were 

probably carried out shortly after 1809. The marks can therefore help to clarify the 

developmental building phases referred to in the documentary sources (Figure 5.7 and 

Plate 5.11)(William & Chris pers.com). 

 

The eastern extension also showed no evidence of re-used ship timbers but like the main 

house, timber marks have helped to date the addition of the small room above the earlier 

extension (not visible on the illustration of Deptford by Farrington c.1795). The date 
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given in the mark is 1809 and is possibly contemporary with the work carried out on the 

second floor of the main house (Figure 5.8 and Plate 5.12). 

 

The south extension to the main house underwent a major conversion in the early 19
th

 

century, the result of which is partly represented by the ship timbers on the ground floor. 

The work, instigated by Samuel Bentham (ADM 2/307 21
st
 May 1805), included the 

introduction of a suite of offices above those on the ground floor. This work also included 

the adaptation of the office roof and the presence of timber marks on the roof joists has 

provided a possible date for these renovations to 1804. This is also supported by the mark 

recorded from timber number 10 (mentioned above) which gave a date of 1803. Once 

again, if we consider that the storage of timber may be over a period of several years and 

the date of Bentham’s proposed plans, the renovations to the southern extension may well 

date to a short period after 1805 (Figure 5.3 and 5.6). 

 

Other features in connection with the timber marks noted within the main house and 

Extensions include the letters C, D and RP noted on those timbers highlighted above. 

These are interesting and could possibly indicate the initials of the individual who 

supervised the receipt or conversion of the component during one of the numerous 

dockyard working processes. Given that the dates have been identified on each respective 

timber it is possible to try and identify the person to whom the initials belong, especially 

in the case of RP. There is also the possibility that the letters C and D refer to timber 

received at Chatham and Deptford Dockyards. As shall become clear, this is supported 

by examples from the other assemblages within this study, discussed below (Figure 5.7). 

 

The timber marks as an assemblage and what they tell us 

The timber marks discovered at Deptford are interesting as they offer examples that 

appear on ship timbers and building timbers. Furthermore the two types of evidence 

differ, the former dating to the 18
th

 century and the latter to the 19
th

 century. The marks 

on the ship timbers offer evidence of 18
th

 century marks relating to simple location 

markers within the shipbuilding process. In contrast the latter marks indicate the details 

of the timber articles within the management process inherent in the new system, and 
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they appear on deals converted for primary use in the construction of dockyard buildings. 

What is perhaps significant is that the 18
th

 century marks are the first examples that relate 

to the shipbuilding process dating to the 18
th

 century that give definitive information 

about the type of component and the position in the vessel to which they have been 

assigned. The 19
th

 century marks within the building begin to show the beginnings of a 

more complex syntax, in the content, level of information included and subsequent 

interpretation. Although these marks are more complex than the earlier 18
th

 century 

examples it will become evident that they are not as comprehensive as examples in later 

chapters. The marks themselves also begin to illustrate forms of style and content 

indicated in the letters and numbers, perhaps indicative of the individual shipwright or 

officer who realised the marks. The more comprehensive evidence in the following 

chapters will endeavour to allow us to interpret the information in the syntax, supported 

by the documentary sources. 

 

Conclusion 

The ship timbers and timber marks discovered at the Master Shipwright’s House and 

offices represent an important assemblage due to the survival of timber marks, the 

context in which the timbers and marks are found and the contribution that the marks 

offer in helping to identify the type of ship timber components and the dating of building 

phases evident throughout the Master Shipwright’s House and offices. Furthermore the 

assemblage provides evidence of timber marks that relate to ship components on an 18
th

 

century vessel, albeit from an incomplete assemblage. The timber marks also provide the 

earliest evidence of the new system of timber management – particularly with proof of 

the standard syntax providing tangible evidence of Benthams concept of ‘central 

inspection’ and attempts at improving the efficiency and organisation of the offices of the 

yard officers inherent in his re-organisation of the south extension and the identification 

of the office of the officer central to his new plans, the Timber Master. 
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CHAPTER 6 – The Wheelwright’s Shop, Chatham Historic Dockyard 

 

The evidence presented at Deptford introduced the first limited evidence for the 

marking of timbers within dockyard contexts at the beginning of the 19
th

 century. The 

evidence among the ship remains in the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham Historic 

Dockyard expands on that discovered at Deptford. This wooden building houses the 

remains of approximately 170 re-used ship timbers dating to the 18
th

 century. The 

significance of this rare find is amply illustrated not only in the amazing survival of an 

assemblage of re-used timbers within a dockyard building, but also the much more 

extensive evidence for timber marks. In this case the evidence within the fabric of the 

building also adds to the similar evidence from the remains at Deptford. The broad 

corpus of timber marks represented in the Wheelwright’s Shop forms the next phase in 

our attempts to understand the meanings of the marks and their relationship with the 

working practices of the Royal Dockyards. Furthermore, added significance is given to 

the opportunity to study the remains of a ship of the line from this period.  

 

A naval establishment existed at Chatham since 1547 and by 1570 was responsible for 

the maintenance and repair of naval vessels, with the construction of the first mast 

pond. Shipbuilding facilities also developed and by the late 17
th

 century Chatham was 

to become one of the principal Royal Dockyards. Like the Thames yards however, 

Chatham was to succumb to the disadvantage of its upriver location on the Medway 

and an inadequate anchorage for the ever increasing size of the navy’s capital vessels 

(Figure 6.1).  

 

The Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham forms part of a rare survival of dockyard 

structures comprising the most complete 18
th

 and early 19
th

 century dockyard anywhere 

in the world – indicated by the well deserved status as a world heritage site. The many 

buildings that survive within the dockyard highlight a diversity witnessed in the 

mixture of more formal brick buildings and those of a more utilitarian function 

illustrated in the more informal timber buildings and structures. In addition to the 

Wheelwright’s Shop - a fine example of an informal workshop - the many buildings 

within the dockyard also provide examples of the re-use of ship timber, such as the 

Mast House and Mould Loft and the Sail loft; and frequent (and simplistic) timber 

marks. 
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The practice of ship timber re-use within dockyard structures is a time honoured 

practice, noted by many visitors to Chatham as early as the beginning of the 18
th

 

century. A notable instance is the visitation of the French Master Shipwright Blaisse 

Ollivier in 1736 noted:- 

 

“They preserve here with great care all their old ship-timbers, and find a useful 

purpose for each timber, whether to build the dockyard buildings, or to line the sides 

and building-platforms of their docks. I [Blaisse Ollivier] saw this practice at 

Portsmouth and Chatham, where several sheds and other buildings are composed 

solely of old ship timbers.” 

 (Roberts, 1992: 171).   

 

The presence of timber marks on many of the timber structures within the dockyard at 

Chatham highlights a practice that steadily increased in common usage from at least the 

middle of the 18
th

 century. The preservation of many Georgian structures within the 

Royal Dockyard at Chatham has enabled the survival of many suites of marks noted 

among structures which date predominantly to the latter half of the 18
th

 and first half of 

the 19
th

 centuries. Thus timber buildings such as the Wheelwright’s Shop contain a high 

percentage of timber marks, evident on both timber deals converted for primary use as 

building components, and those timbers acquired from ships and re-used within 

dockyard structures.  

 

PREVIOUS WORK – archaeological & documentary 

 

The works outlined in this chapter represent three phases of investigation at the 

Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham Historic Dockyard. Phase 1 included the initial 

removal of several layers of floor planking; a cursory survey of the upstanding 

building; and a preliminary documentary study to establish the history of the 

Wheelwright’s Shop. Phase 2 involved the production of a thorough baseline survey of 

all the ship timbers discovered beneath the floor. In addition dendrochronological 

sampling and a full photogrammetric survey were also carried out to acquire a date for 

the ship timbers and to utilise the three dimensional aspects of the assemblage. Phase 3 

concentrated on the survey and recording of the ship planking and a further phase of 
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documentary research to try and establish when the timbers were deposited and the 

identity of the vessel(s) from which the timbers have come. 

 

PHASE 1 – The Wheelwright’s Shop and the discovery of the timbers 

 

The development of Chatham Historic Dockyard as a world heritage site has resulted in 

the development of many of the dockyard buildings for commercial enterprise. In 

response to this initiative, plans were proposed for the conversion of the Wheelwright’s 

Shop, including the removal of all the floor layers. This resulted in the commissioning 

of an archaeological survey of the building by English Heritage as a requirement for 

Scheduled Building Consent. This study was carried out by Oxford Archaeological 

Unit (OAU) in 1995. 

 

Building Description 

The building referred to as the Wheelwright’s Shop is located towards the north end of 

the present Historic Dockyard and is built entirely of timber, comprising three aisles 

aligned roughly north to south. The investigation is concerned with the western and 

central aisles of the building; the eastern most aisle is currently employed as a visitor’s 

café. The Wheelwright’s Shop forms part of a complex of buildings once located 

around the south mast pond (now filled in and used as a visitors car park). Located 

along the southern edge of the mast pond, the building survives along with a further 

timber building to the west. The Upper Masthouse and Mould Loft is also timber built 

and represents a particularly fine example of a dockyard building dating to the 

Georgian period. Constructed between 1753-5 (Coad 1973; Ibid 1982), much of the 

structure comprises re-used ship timber also highlighting the remains of timber marks, 

similar to the Wheelwright’s Shop (Figure 6.2; Plates 6.1 and 6.2). 

 

The history of the Wheelwright’s Shop is interesting if somewhat obscure, although the 

study of maps and plans helps to shed light on the origin of the building. The land on 

which the south mast pond (dug in 1696) and adjacent buildings occupies was acquired 

in the late 17
th

 century and the footprint of the Wheelwright’s Shop lies over what was 

once a pickling pond (later a separate pickling pond), constituting an arm of the south 

mast pond and filled in c.1772-3 (Plan 1698; NMM model, 1774, cited in Kinchin 

Smith 1997). The first evidence for the building appears on a plan dated 1795 and the 
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results of dendrochronological analysis of a number of the building components 

indicated a construction date between 1780 and 1789 (Bailey 1997). The ongoing 

restoration of the building resulted in the removal of the corrugated iron cladding on the 

exterior of the building revealing a number of painted cartouches over the doorways in 

each gable. These include:- 

 

West aisle – south gable : ‘CAPSTAN MAKERS’ 

Central aisle – south gable : ‘PUMP MAKERS’ 

Central aisle – north gable : ‘COAK & TRENAIL MAKERS’ 

 

The date of these titles is unknown although it is suggested that the building was clad in 

corrugated iron to combat the fire risk posed with the expansion of the No 1 and No 2 

smitheries to the south of the building around the middle of the 19
th

 century (Kinchin 

Smith 1997: 3).  

 

The Building and associated re-used timber and timber marks 

The building comprises ten bays within three aisles forming a rectangle approximately 

37 by 23 metres. It is constructed as a series of post and truss frames, each truss being 

formed of a tie beam, principal rafters, king post and collar beams. Additional diagonal 

braces have provided longitudinal strength while transverse strength has been 

supplemented with the placing of re-used ship knees between each post and tie-beam. 

The knees are interesting in that they show evidence of former use in more than one 

previous context. In many cases the arms have been crudely truncated, often destroying 

the original moulded margins, in a fashion that seems to be entirely unrelated to their 

present use within the building (Plate 6.3 and 6.4) (Prescott 1997). In addition, the 

majority of the aisle posts are also of re-used ship timber. Each aisle post bears onto a 

pad-stone of sandstone, limestone or granite, which in turn rests on brick footings. The 

uprights of the external walls rest on oak or concrete sill beams which in turn rest on 

modern brick stub walls. The external walls comprise softwood framing in-filled with 

softwood feather boards. Each bay is illuminated by a large window (probably original) 

with two roof lights of more recent date. The majority of the internal floor comprises 

timber planks and boarding, although the five bays of the northwest corner of the 

building were floored with a concrete raft bounded by a recent brick wall. This 

partitioned area implies possible phasing of activity within the building, perhaps 
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indicated on the plans of 1795 (Kinchin Smith 1997: 4) and 1818-20 (ADM 140/21). 

During this time the building was referred to as the PLANK SHED, continuing as such 

from an earlier period, as illustrated on a dockyard plan and associated elevations of the 

building dating to 1813-14 (ADM 7/593 1813-14). Further evidence of the internal 

partitioning of the building was also evident at the mid-point of the central and western 

aisles with evidence of thin boarding and later perforated steel sheets (Kinchin Smith 

1997: 5). 

 

As has been mentioned, there is a considerable amount of re-used ship timber in the 

building of the Wheelwright’s Shop. The re-used straight grained timbers supporting 

the roof valleys have moulded margins and in many instances reveal the fragmentary 

remains of timber marks. Unfortunately many of these are difficult to decipher due to 

the thick paint coverage, evidence of a long period of continued maintenance. Some 

particularly fine examples do survive however and can be found in a number of 

contexts. Perhaps the most striking is the timber mark found on a post at the southern 

end of the central aisle. This mark was cleaned and deciphered and reads, 

 

Wheelwrights shop post 

 

This timber mark comprises the first archaeological evidence for the use of the building 

as a Wheelwright’s Shop, formerly only known through documentary evidence dating 

to the 20
th

 century (Prescott 1997). The style of the mark is interesting and offers 

comparisons with those marks discussed later in Chapter 9 (HMS Unicorn). In the 

absence of any date portrayed in the mark, the style is particularly important in helping 

to support a likely date for the period in which the timber was placed in the building. 

 

Unlike the timber mark mentioned above, further examples give clear date implications, 

although the information portrayed in the marks is more cryptic, displaying much less 

‘plain language’ text within the sequence. Sequences of marks highlighting, letters, 

Arabic and Roman numerals and the broad arrow noted on a number of timber building 

components at the Master Shipwright’s House at Deptford were also recorded from 

timber building elements within the Wheelwright’s Shop. This sequence or ‘syntax’ 

formed a standard marking episode for timbers delivered to the Royal Dockyards. The 

information in the marks relates to crucial pieces of information with regard to the 
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effective accountability and management of timber throughout the various phases of 

working noted in Chapter 5. The ‘syntax’ noted on the timbers from Deptford appeared 

to be reasonably limited and simplistic in content. The examples discovered on the ship 

timbers in the Wheelwright’s Shop mirror this relative simplicity. A number of rase 

marks were noted on the inner surface of the overlapping timber ‘feather boards’ that 

form the outer cladding for the building. One example was recorded and included a 

fragment of the ‘syntax’. The mark contained the following 14 x 6 V (broad arrow) 1 

¼. What is clear is the mark is quite simplistic, while also missing the first part of the 

‘syntax’. The 14 indicates the date that the timber was received into the dockyard; the x 

indicates a break; the 6 indicates the likely contents of the timber article from which the 

board was cut; the broad arrow indicates government ownership. Further to the 

information within the ‘syntax’ is the number 1 1/4 , indicating the thickness of the 

board after conversion (Figure 6.3). 

 

Flooring Sequence in the central & western aisles and the removal of the planking 

The removal of the floor layers resulted in the discovery of repair and renewal activities 

spanning an extended period until the closure of the dockyard in 1984. These activities 

have been identified within 11 phases, the following of which provides a succinct 

summary. 

 

Phase 1 was provisionally dated to the late 18
th

 and early/mid 19
th

 centuries and 

comprises two sloping floors constructed using predominantly ship planking. This 

phase has been associated with treenail, pump and capstan making in addition to earlier 

usage as a plank shed. Much of the dating evidence for this phase was found in the 

form of artefacts recovered from the humic detritus beneath the floor between the ship 

timbers, although much of the evidence seems to relate to the later activities connected 

with the use of the building as a loan tools store and fire hearths (Phases 2 & 3). 

 

Phases 2 and 3 have been dated to the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries and include the 

construction of the office and a substantial portion of the floor in the southern end of 

the central aisle. In addition to this is the substantial patching of the floor at the 

southern end of the western aisle and the probable construction of ramping connecting 

the two aisles. This phase probably relates to the use of this half of the building as a 

loan tool store. In the north end of the western aisle this phase is represented with the 
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introduction of the concrete floor and the additional platforms in the central aisle 

representing a probable use as a fire hearth store. At this stage it is suggested that the 

building was divided with a light ephemeral wall as mentioned above. 

 

Phases 4 to 11 have been ascribed to the latter half of the 20
th

 century (c.1960s) with 

the construction of multiple floors and platforms throughout the building and probably 

relates to the repair and manufacture of packing cases (Kinchin Smith 1997). 

 

PHASE 2 – The ship timbers  

 

The large ship timber assemblage discovered beneath the successive floor layers 

comprised 169 individual components all of which represent a large number of 

different elements of a wooden vessel (Figure 6.4 and Plate 6.5 & 6.6). The subsequent 

identification of the timbers was made more difficult due to the inaccessible nature of 

some of the timbers and the fact that the timbers were in situ with one face buried in the 

floor deposits of the Wheelwright’s Shop. Despite this, it was still possible to identify a 

broad corpus of ship elements, including floors, riders, futtocks, cant frames, beams 

from the quarter deck and forecastle, upper, middle and lower decks and the orlop, half 

beam, carlings, gripe (part of stem), and possibly a piece of bitt rail. 

 

The assemblage of ship timbers comprising those components noted above were not 

seen to be resting on long lengths of timbers such as elements of the keel, wales, 

clamps or stringers. Where timbers are supported, primarily for levelling purposes, they 

are resting on shorter lengths of timber, in most cases spanning one or two timbers, laid 

along the long axis of the building.  

 

On the whole the timbers were found to survive in extraordinarily good condition, 

where the structural integrity and crisp condition of the vast percentage of the timbers 

was particularly evident. In the course of the investigation, a baseline survey helped to 

identify the residual strength of the timbers prior to any plans for the removal of the 

timbers for further study. 

 

The timbers were placed below the floor in an orderly fashion, highlighting a patterned 

sequence of deposited timber types. On the whole, this consisted of alternating sections 
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of beams and more curved components such as futtocks, cant frames and breast hooks. 

In many cases the sections of beam form shorter, sawn sections of the same component 

and laid down in close proximity. Further indications of order are noted with bilaterally 

symmetrical pieces such as pairs of cant frames that have been placed close together. 

Furthermore, all orlop beams were situated in the northern half of the building, with 

higher level beams (quarter deck, upper deck etc.) predominant in the southern half. 

The portion of stem is located in the extreme southern end of the building along with 

two pieces of breast hook, situated only five metres to the north. 

 

This orderly deposition and the location of particular timber types prevalent in certain 

parts of the vessel imply that the assemblage belongs to a single event comprising 

timbers from a single vessel.  The gradual dismantling of a vessel from top to bottom in 

a dock to the south of the Wheelwright’s Shop and the subsequent transport and 

deposition of the timbers, reflects the pattern of the order of dismemberment (Prescott 

1997). If this suggestion holds true, then it may be assumed that the timbers were 

imported through the south doors of the building. The absence of any longitudinal 

timbers such as the keel also supports this suggestion, given that the keel would have 

been dismantled after those elements noted above. 

 

By plotting the location of the different dimensions or scantlings of the beam 

components it is possible to identify four or possibly five class types. As well as the 

indication of the different class of beam as identified by the scantlings, it was also 

noted that the moulded margins of the lower edges of the beams were also different 

(similar to those investigated at the Master Shipwright’s House in Deptford). The 

presence of compound beams with either two or three components is also evidence that 

the beams are from different locations within the vessel, and that the scantlings all point 

towards the timbers coming from a single parent ship. Exceptions to this include the 

short lengths of timber located along the periphery of the aisles and the Seppings type 

fragments of beam and futtocks located in the southern end of the building in close 

proximity to the small office, itself a later addition postdating the construction of the 

building. These components probably represent later intrusions beneath the floor as a 

result of later modifications and repair episodes (Figure 6.5). 
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The scantlings of the timbers also indicate that the vessel is consistent with a ship of the 

line (at least a 3
rd

 rate). With this in mind, it is possible to surmise that the deck beams 

represent approximately 36% of orlop beams and 31% of upper deck or gun deck 

beams. If the timbers are derived from a 2
nd

 or 1
st
 rate vessel then the percentage of 

beams is slightly reduced to approximately 23% of the original beams (Figure 6.6) 

(Prescott 1997). 

 

Although some timbers were found to be much degraded, the majority revealed a high 

degree of detail relating to use on the parent vessel and as re-used timbers within the 

Wheelwright’s Shop.  

 

Fastenings 

A number of different fastening types were noted within the assemblage and include 

treenails, bolts of both ferrous and non-ferrous metal composition, and ferrous and non-

ferrous spikes and nails. In addition to the yellow non-ferrous fastenings there was 

ample evidence that the bottom of the vessel had been coppered. The treenails 

identified amongst the assemblage highlight at least three different sizes, sometimes 

noted on the same component, therefore suggesting possible repair episodes. In 

addition, numerous coaks or dowels noted on the timbers and located in the fill between 

the timbers give further evidence of fastening types. These fastenings were used to help 

locate and position partnering timber components, keeping specific articles in place 

during the construction process. Fastenings of this type were sufficiently established to 

be given mention in Rees’s Encyclopedia of Ship Building in 1813, and are likely to 

have been in widespread use by the end of the 18
th

 century (Goodwin 1987: 62-3). 

 

Fittings  

Various types of fittings and attachments were also noted within the timber assemblage, 

giving tangible evidence of the working life of the vessel(s). A number of fragments of 

hammock rail were noted, some still attached to the parent beam, and others lying next 

to the beam having become displaced with the rotting of the metal fastenings. Eyebolts 

and cleats were also noted, used for the working of the gun-ports associated with the 

gun-deck beams. Fragments of copper sheathing were also recorded on the fragment of 

forefoot noted at the southern end of the western aisle and on several planks (see 

below). 
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Paint and other surface coatings  

The particularly good preservation of the timbers has resulted in the survival of a 

number of surface treatments noted on many of the timbers. Many of the deck beams 

reveal the original red paint and in some cases the remarkable survival of painted 

numerals at intervals along the fore and aft faces of the timbers (eg. Timber 110), 

probably denoting hammock station numbers. In addition, evidence of protective 

applications such as pitch appeared on many of the timbers within the assemblage. 

 

Toolmarks – evidence of the repair and taking apart of vessels 

A good proportion of the timbers reveal evidence of tool marks associated with the 

construction, possible repair and taking apart of the vessel. Construction marks include 

pit-saw and adze marks, indicating the conversion and subsequent dubbing out of the 

individual components prior to building. There is also evidence for the marking out of 

both beams and futtocks with ‘guidelines’ to guide the shipwrights when ‘planking up’. 

In the case of the futtocks, this practice suggests a high degree of precision for the 

cutting of the futtock bevels, which subsequently require little or no dubbing out with 

an adze prior to the laying of the planks. This also implies that the succeeding planks 

were not shaped or spiled by using the previous plank as a reference, but that each 

plank was produced en masse to a specified pattern (Prescott 1997). In addition, there is 

surprising evidence of the process of the dismantling of the vessel, where it is evident 

that great care has been taken to cause as little damage to the timbers as possible to 

allow for re-use in other contexts. Marks were evident in places where wedges had been 

used to open joints in order to saw through treenails. In many cases the saw marks are 

evident on both the treenail and the surface of the timber component. Only in a few 

instances was it evident that force had been required to separate timbers, usually in the 

form of bruising marks caused by the heads of hammers and mauls. The minimal 

damage inflicted on the timbers was particularly noticeable throughout the assemblage, 

even in areas where ferrous bolts had been used to attach timbers, for example at the 

end of the deck beams where lodging knees would have been attached (one of the 

strongest attachments in shipbuilding). 
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The timber marks discovered on the ship timber assemblage 

The study of the ship timbers beneath the floor revealed a large corpus of timber marks. 

Of particular interest is the discovery of such a sizeable assemblage of marks found 

exclusively on ship timber components. All three types of marks were recorded - 

carvings, stamps and rase marks. Although a great number of the marks were too 

fragmentary to interpret effectively, a sizeable assemblage of marks revealed a broad 

cross-section of content and style. Out of a total of 72 readily identifiable marks, 

roughly half were adequately coherent to analyse and interpret. In many cases, certain 

types and styles of marks were noted on particular timber types and on particular 

locations on the timbers. Thus, it was possible to identify a number of relationships 

between the marks and the timbers upon which they were found.  

 

Carvings 

A total of six carvings were noted among the assemblage, the majority of which were 

discovered on the ends of deck beams (Timber No. 1042, 1047, 1051 & 1079), with one 

example recorded from the inner face of a scarph joint on a futtock component (Timber 

No. 1139). Five of the six carvings revealed a capital letter and Roman numerals. Three 

carvings contained the letter S and the numerals III (3), X (10), XXIII (23) (Plate 6.7), 

one revealed the letter L and the numeral XI (11) upside down, while another example 

contained no letter and the number XVI (16). When comparing the numbers indicated 

in the numerals with the full width of the deck beam component, it was possible to 

relate the width of the beam with the requisite location of the item on the deck plans of 

a 2
nd

 rate ship of the line. The results indicate that the numbers in the carving relate to 

the number of the beam within the deck plan. In addition to the information portrayed 

in the marks, it was also noticed that the marks differed in size and style, suggesting 

that the beams were perhaps marked by separate individuals from separate building, 

repair, and refit episodes during the service life of the vessel. The remains of a carved 

letter L and the numeral X was also recorded on the end grain of a section of beam. The 

nature of the component and the rebate cut for the positioning of an iron knee noted on 

the moulded face indicate that this timber represents one of the later ‘Seppings’ style 

insertions. Further to the discoveries noted above, a carving was also noted on the face 

of a futtock scarph. This carving differed from the previous examples as the number 

identified was a 19 in Arabic numerals. This mark is also likely to relate to the position 

of the timber within the hull framing, either indicating a futtock from frame 19, or at 
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station or joint line 19. What is interesting with all the carvings noted above, is that 

they clearly represent marks in connection with the information provided to the 

shipwrights at the building ways during construction, or during later repairs. The single 

example of the rase mark relating to the building process noted at the Master 

Shipwright’s House at Deptford provided the only evidence, until now, for such 

markings in the Royal Dockyards. The evidence here also differs in the type of mark 

and the nature of the contents. The carvings also resemble the types of basic building 

information provided in the marks noted in earlier examples such as the Belle. This 

perhaps suggests that these forms of carvings noted on the timbers provide evidence of 

marking practices developed from the early developments in naval shipbuilding.    

 

Stamps  

In addition to a small number of carvings noted among the assemblage, stamps were 

also recorded. A total of eight stamps were identified and appeared exclusively on 

futtock components. The most numerous of the marks were five pairs of a stamp 

revealing a capital A with a smaller S beneath the cross bar of the A. Pairs were noted 

on the end grain of two timbers, the moulded face of two further components and a 

final pair on an unidentified article. Two further stamps were revealed on the end grain 

of a futtock and revealed the capital letter O with a smaller S inside and the letters SL. 

The final examples were also discovered on the end grain of two futtocks and presented 

the capital letter C with a smaller S inside, and an AS stamp similar to those above and 

the capital letters MS. The stamps discovered within the assemblage represent the first 

examples of the use of stamps within the timber marking process. The meaning of the 

curious letters identified in the stamps is difficult to determine, although the 

documentary sources do give some evidence for the stamping of timber. The letters are 

likely to represent either an official stamp used by a dockyard officer or the initials of 

an individual either involved in the survey and inspection of timber in the forests or 

during the receipt and measurement of the timber upon delivery to the yard (Figure 

6.7). 

 

Rase marks 

Rase marks accounted for the majority of the marks within the ship timber assemblage. 

Unfortunately, many were too faint or fragmentary to interpret effectively. Despite this, 
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a large number of examples helped contribute to the understanding of the marks and 

identified the broad corpus of mark types. 

 

Syntax 

The standard ‘syntax’ mentioned above was also recorded on the ship timbers. Of 

particular note is the discovery of these types of marks noted on ship components, the 

first example of the ‘syntax’ surviving in this context thus far. Most of the evidence for 

the ‘syntax’ on the ship timbers was seen to be particularly fragmentary, where only 

one clear and complete example was recorded (Timber Number 1040 – futtock; Plate 

6.8). This example included the following,  

 

S No 3055 x 14 x V (broad arrow) XXIIII  

 

The ‘syntax’ noted in this case is similar in nature to those examples noted at the 

Master Shipwright’s House at Deptford, and the partial mark noted on the feather board 

on the exterior of the Wheelwright’s Shop. The S is likely to indicate that the timber 

component was received at Sheerness. This is quite possible given the close proximity 

of Sheerness to Chatham and the frequent transferral of timber articles between the 

Yards. The No 3055 relates to the number of the timber article of that species delivered 

into the Yard from the beginning of the year. The x indicates a break followed by the 

number 14, denoting the year that the timber was delivered to the Yard (similar to the 

date noted on the feather board). A further break is followed by the broad arrow and the 

numerals XXIIII (24), indicating the contents in cubic feet of the timber article. 

 

 

Numerals, dimensions and symbols 

Further examples of both Roman and Arabic numerals were identified on many of the 

timbers. In many cases Roman numerals appeared in isolation on the timbers such as 

Timber Number 1057 (number XIIIII) and 1020 (number VI and VIII), or in 

association with the broad arrow (eg. Timber Number 1058 and 1068). These marks 

represent the contents of the converted timber in cubic feet. In addition to Roman 

numerals, Arabic numerals were identified in correlation with the Roman numerals, 

such as Timber Number 1020 that revealed a number 6 next to a VI (6). In addition to 

the identification of Roman numerals, examples were noted with Arabic numerals and 
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fractions. Timber Number 1097 represented a cant frame that revealed the Roman 

numerals XXXIIII with a broad arrow, and the Arabic numerals 16 ¼ and 23 ¼. The 

Roman numerals relate to the contents as stated above, and the numbers and fractions 

relate to the dimensions of the original timber from which the cant frame was converted 

– marked on the timber during measurement.  Also of interest was the presence of a 

symbol on a number of timbers (Timber Number 1027, 1033 and 1045) that revealed a 

kind of S on its side with an intersecting horizontal line. When studying the location of 

the mark, it was apparent that they were usually located at the point where the ends of 

an element of a compound beam were positioned in relation to the articles to which 

they were attached. The marks would appear therefore to relate to locating symbols to 

aid the shipwrights employed in the joining of beam elements at the building ways. 

 

Construction location marks 

Like the examples noted among the carved sequences noted above, timber components 

also revealed rase marks that clearly relate to information concerning the location of the 

timber within the vessel and the building process. These marks included both Roman 

and Arabic numerals, sometimes preceded by the letters No (Number), and usually 

accompanied by a letter, such as S. One such example was noted on Timber Number 

1015 and revealed No 26 S. This clearly identifies the starboard end of a compound 

beam, located at position number 26 on the requisite deck. Further examples include No 

VI, discovered on an unidentified component (Timber Number 1132). Other marks 

relating to the building process include numerous examples of simple inscribed 

‘locating’ lines found predominantly on the outer faces of frame components and the 

upper surface of deck beams. These marks were placed on the timbers during 

construction to indicate the run of both outer hull and deck planking. In addition, 

guideline marks were noted around the edges of carling checks on beam components. 

These inscribed lines appear to have been placed on the beams once in situ, to indicate 

to the shipwrights where carling checks were to be cut out (eg. Timber Number 1106). 

 

Unlike the examples of marks on the timbers at the Master Shipwright’s House in 

Deptford, those identified on the ship timbers reveal the first evidence of rase marks 

that highlight the use of plain language. The examples noted here however appear to be 

quite fragmentary and do not indicate the extensive use of such marks within the 

assemblage as a whole – possibly inferring the development of literacy in the workforce 
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at this time. Examples include Timber Number 1061 that represents a section of deck 

beam. The mark contains the word pit with a zig-zag symbol (akin to a Z), probably 

denoting the conversion of the timber article using a pit saw at the saw pits. The 

requirement for this mark is uncertain, but it is suggested that other methods for the 

conversion of timber were employed at the same time. It may well be the case that the 

saw mill (using steam driven band saws and circular saws), built at Chatham in 1817 

may well have been in operation by this time. Thus, it may have been necessary to 

indicate the method in which the timber was converted to ensure that the individuals 

responsible for the measurement of sawyers work could value the work. A further mark 

was noted close to this example and highlighted the word orlop, indicating the deck to 

which the timber belongs. 

 

Further marks were identified that relate to the building process, indicating not only the 

location where the timber was to be placed within the vessel, but also the class of vessel 

for which the timber was employed. Examples were noted on sections of deck beam in 

the western aisle of the building. These were located on the moulded surfaces towards 

the end of the timbers and included the letters UD and the number 74 (Timber Number 

1126, 1140 and 1114). The marks relate to an upper deck beam component for a 74 gun 

ship. 

 

PHASE 3 – The ship planking 

 

Phase 3 of the investigation comprised the recording of planking primarily from the 

first phase of floor layers removed during the initial phase of works in 1995. This was 

also accompanied by an extensive program of documentary research. The recording of 

the planking revealed a large corpus of evidence pertaining to ship construction, 

technological developments, and working practices of the dockyard at Chatham. In 

addition to this it was possible to further our understanding of the relationships between 

the planking, the Wheelwright’s building and the ship timber assemblage found beneath 

the floor. The documentary research has significantly advanced the positive 

identification of the vessel represented in the ship timber assemblage and the ship 

planking. In addition, the understanding of the working processes connected with the 

depositional circumstances of the ship timbers and planking has also been much 

advanced (Prescott & Atkinson 2004).    
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Method 

The methodology for the recording of the planking was formulated in order to 

maximise the number of timbers being recorded and the information gained. The 

primary aim was to identify those contexts within the first phase of floor planking that 

clearly resembled ship planking and not dockyard deals converted for primary use or 

re-use from non ship sources. The sequence of contexts established by OAU were 

assimilated with the timber numbers created by SIMS during recording. The timbers 

were systematically removed to the recording suite where the timbers were cleaned and 

a thorough written and drawn record was produced. The written record comprised the 

completion of specially designed pro-forma record sheets and registers. Scaled pencil 

drawings were also produced onto draughting film at a scale of 1:10. Any loose 

fastenings were collected as finds and samples were taken of materials such as paint, 

pitch and caulking. Timber marks were also recorded using pro-forma record sheets 

and 1:1 tracings onto acetate sheets.  

 

Results 

The recording of the planking from the Wheelwright’s Shop has revealed many 

interesting details pertaining to a number of aspects of ship building and working 

practices within the Royal Dockyards and Chatham Dockyard in particular. 

 

The investigation has resulted in the recording of 117 timbers which consisted of a 

variety of hardwood and softwood timber species, including oak, elm and pine. These 

represent timbers identified from the first, second and third phases of flooring as 

described by Oxford Archaeology Unit (OAU) (Kinchin-Smith, 1997). 

 

 Phase 1, identified as contexts 271, 422 and 424 by OAU were placed directly over the 

ship timbers and comprise outer hull planking from above and below the waterline, 

planking from the inner hull (ceiling), and deck planks (Figure 6.8). This phase was 

dated to the late 18
th

 and early / mid 19
th

 century. A total of 64 planks from context 271 

were recorded, 19 from 422 and 5 from context 424. The table below gives an 

indication of the number of timbers of different types and from different locations on 

the vessel as represented in each context. 
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PLANKING 

 

 TYPE 

 

OAU 

Context 

Hull (outer 

upper) 

Hull (outer 

lower) 

Hull (inner) Deck 

271       4      49       3      5 

422       1      13       1      -  

424       -       -       -      6 

Total       5       62       4      11 

  

Table 6.1 The number and type of components discovered among the assemblage 

 

Both contexts 271 and 422 show a mixture of hull and deck planking. Of the total 

number of planking recorded in this phase of the investigation, and positively 

identified, 82% is external hull planking, 76% of which is from the lower hull. The 

remainder of the hull plank comprised 6% for outer planking from the upper hull and 

approximately 5% for inner hull or ceiling planking. Deck planking accounted for only 

6% (13% total). Context 424 comprised exclusively of deck planks, approximately 7% 

of the total assemblage recorded to date. This is also evident when we examine the 

thickness of the planks from each context. The planking from both 271 and 422 

revealed an average thickness of 100mm (4 inches), where context 424 averaged 

around 75mm (3 inches).  

 

 Phase 2 also partly comprised ship planking, in particular, contexts 447 and 448, 

although no timbers from these contexts were recorded (Figure 6.9). Of note however 

was the presence of a softwood board from a ramp belonging to context 254 which 

yielded evidence of die stamps on the end grain (see below). In addition, a timber with 

rase marks was recorded from context 436.3 which was attached to 438.8 with metal 

spikes. Phase 2 was dated by OAU to the late 19
th

, early 20
th

 century (Kinchin Smith 

1997).  

 

Although some timbers were found to be much degraded, the majority revealed a high 

degree of detail relating to use on the parent vessel as ship planking and as re-used 

timbers within the Wheelwright’s Shop.  
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Tool marks  

Details pertaining to the conversion, repair, dismantling and re-conversion / re-use were 

evident on the timbers in the form of tool marks. In many cases, the evidence for marks 

was particularly clear, for example saw marks both from pit and mechanised saws were 

identified from the conversion process. In addition, evidence of axe and adze marks left 

by the shipwrights were particularly abundant, often the result of dubbing out and 

faring off of the timbers when fitted into a vessel or building. Indeed, in some cases the 

survival of tool signatures were noted, left on the wood due to the worn or damaged 

cutting edge of an axe or adze during these processes. Other tool marks included those 

left during the dismantling of the timbers, both from the parent vessel and during the 

lifting of the planks in 1995. These marks commonly comprise crow-bar rends, 

hammer/maul bruising, and saw and adze marks noted on and around the treenails, 

indicating clear evidence of the dismantling process. Upon completion of this process, 

the timbers were then taken for re-use. In many cases the timbers were re-converted or 

modified before being employed for their new purpose. This is evident on many 

timbers in the form of adze and axe marks, saw marks and the cutting of new margins 

and checks for mating with adjacent timbers. 

 

Paint and surface treatments  

A large number of planks also highlighted a variety of paint layers and surface 

treatments, both synonymous with use on the parent vessel and as floor components in 

the Wheelwright’s Shop. Protective treatments for the timbers are evident with the 

remains of whitewash or lime-wash, usually found on the inner surfaces of ship 

planking and in a number of instances timbers reveal the very faint remains of black 

and white paint on the exterior surfaces of planking, possibly as part of the exterior 

paint scheme when in use as ship planking. Furthermore, evidence of protective surface 

treatments included isolated evidence of primers such as red lead (timber 086) and the 

extensive use of pitch or tar, particularly on the exterior surfaces of planking from 

below the waterline (see below). In addition, many paint layers were noted, particularly 

in connection with the Wheelwright’s Shop, consisting in the main of grey, red and 

green paint and black or white tramlines.  
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Fastenings 

As expected, the planking assemblage yielded a high percentage of fastenings and 

fastening types, and included those which related to the fastenings used on the parent 

vessel, and those used to attach the planking to the floor of the Wheelwright’s Shop. 

Ship fastenings included wooden treenails and dowels which in the case of the former 

highlighted a number of wedging types employing both hemp caulking and wooden 

wedges. Also evident were holes located along the margins of the plank used to lift the 

planks with the use of large callipers. In addition, smaller holes were noted going 

through a number of planks, used to attach the planks during construction. Other 

wooden fastenings included round coaks, which were used primarily to help locate and 

position one or more timbers. Metal fastenings were also noted and comprised ferrous 

fastenings, including iron bolts, dumps and spikes, and evidence for non ferrous 

fastenings such as copper bolt holes, used to attach planking below the waterline, and 

copper nails for the attachment of copper sheathing to the hull. Fastenings were also 

identified that belong to the period when the planking was used within the floor of the 

Wheelwright’s Shop. Metal, ferrous spikes were used to attach the plank to the ship 

timbers beneath, similar in type to the deck spikes used to attach deck planking to deck 

beams on a vessel. Numerous ferrous nails were also noted and are likely to relate to 

various structures and attachments within the Wheelwright’s Shop. It was noted that the 

numerous iron spikes still attached to many of the planks during recording were those 

used to attach the planking to the underlying ship timbers. In many cases the original 

ship fastenings were removed and the fastening holes either re-used or plugged with 

wooden pegs or scraps of material collected within the Wheelwright’s Shop.  

 

Further details recovered from the timbers relate to their use as ship planking. In many 

cases the remains of caulking used to create a watertight seal between the planking 

survived.  

 

 Copper Sheathing 

 Of particular interest however was the widespread evidence for the coppering of the 

lower outer hull with copper sheathing, a system produced to protect the hull from 

biological degradation below the waterline. Many experiments were conducted by the 

Royal Navy to try and find an answer to this problem. A number of materials were used 

such as wood and lead, both of which were employed at various times. By the late 17
th
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century the preferred material was lead. In 1670 the Navy approved the sheathing of all 

vessels with lead, although this was found to be insufficient due to the inferior 

mechanical strength of the metal. Furthermore, the contact between the lead, the copper 

nails used to attach the sheets, and the iron fastenings in the hull resulted in widespread 

electrolytic decay. Indeed, this problem was to plague the Royal Navy for many years. 

By the late 1750s, however, it seems apparent that serious attempts to remedy the 

problem were being made. Despite the high cost of copper, many experiments were 

made throughout the 1760s and 1770s and in many cases included the replacing of iron 

fastenings with copper, certainly below the waterline, therefore negating electrolytic 

reactions. Various experiments met with reasonable success and by 1779 the practice 

appears to have been well established, supported by the fact that almost the entire fleet 

was coppered by 1782 (Knight 1973; Bingeman et al 2000).   

 

 It was evident that much of the planking within the assemblage had undergone a 

number of coppering episodes. This was highlighted by redundant copper nail holes 

plugged during re-coppering and the survival of copper nails in situ, evidence of the 

final phase of coppering before the copper was removed. Also of interest was the 

orientation of the copper nail holes used to attach the sheeting, which in many cases 

gave an indication as to the dimensions of the copper sheets (48 inches long) and the 

possible position of the planking on the parent vessel. Furthermore, timber number 086 

showed evidence of multiple coppering episodes and continued use over a long period. 

The remains of a compound were discovered on the timber in addition to evidence of 

coppering. This suggests that the timber may have been in use during the transition 

from sheathing to coppering, indicative of the possible date range and length of service 

of the parent vessel. Other compounds connected with the coppering process were also 

discovered such as pitch and brown paper mixed with straw, used to protect and seal 

the plank before attaching the copper sheet. Indeed, the instance noted above is 

particularly significant. Also evident on timber 086 was a series of inscribed lines both 

laterally across the plank and longitudinally along the margin. On close inspection it 

appeared that these lines may represent at least two purposes. The first was to act as 

‘guidelines’ in helping the sawyers and converters cut the plank to the required shape. 

This seemed plausible until another relationship was identified. The remains of the 

compound with the associated chisel rendering marks and the brown paper with pitch 

and straw were clearly demarcated by these inscribed lines. It also seems possible 
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therefore that these remains reveal evidence of experimentation using different 

coppering compounds (Figure 6.10). This further supports the employment of the 

timber over a prolonged period.  

 

The timber marks from the planking 

The discovery of a large number of timber marks on the ship planking helped 

complement the marks discovered on the ship timbers. The timber marks witnessed 

within the planking assemblage fall into two categories, these being stamps and rase 

marks. 

 

Stamps  

Only two timbers revealed evidence for stamps. The first suite was found on the end 

grain of timber 043 which represents an oak plank from the outer hull above the water 

line. The stamps survived in excellent condition and represent the upper case letters A, 

I and C. These letters were hammered or punched into the end grain of the plank at an 

angle, using a set of die stamps. In some instances the stamps were not punched 

perpendicular to the wood surface, leaving incomplete fragments of the whole letter set. 

On close inspection of the style and orientation of the stamps, it became clear that the 

stamps represent at least two, possibly three stamping episodes. The possible first phase 

of stamping includes the A and I, given their similar orientation, their size, and stylistic 

attributes. In both cases it is clear that the letters originated from separate stamps where 

in one instance the A is partially stamped over the I. The accentuated bar at the top of 

the A and the serif like addition in the centre of the I suggests a likely 18
th

 century date, 

based on stylistic traits, although it must not be overlooked that the die stamps in 

question were used over a long period. It could also be suggested that the overlapping 

of the A and the I may indicate a separate stamping phase, therefore implying three 

phases of stamping. This seems unlikely however given the similarities in the stamps. 

In this case the initials are likely to represent the personal stamp of a dockyard officer, 

or more likely that of the Purveyor. The letter C is likely to represent the second phase 

of stamping. This letter may well have been placed on the timber on receipt at the 

dockyard and therefore represents the letter C for Chatham Dockyard (Figure 6.11). 

The style of the stamps differs a great deal from the examples noted on the ship 

timbers. 
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The second suite of stamps were discovered on the end grain of a softwood plank 

incorporated into a ramp giving access from the concrete floor to the raised wooden 

floor of the western aisle. The plank appeared to be a dockyard deal converted for use 

within the Wheelwright’s Shop. The stamps averaged 30mm by 20mm and include the 

letter C, the Roman numerals IV, the Arabic numerals 51, and the Admiralty broad 

arrow or crows foot (↑). The stamps are particularly crisp and easy to read and the 

almost exact similarities in dimensions suggest that the stamps are perhaps from a set. 

The number 51 is orientated parallel to the lateral axis of the plank whereas the C, IV 

and broad arrow are all situated at an angle to the lateral axis. The 51, C, IV and broad 

arrow set therefore seem to represent two separate groups, possibly stamped at different 

times. The C, IV and broad arrow all appear to be part of the same stamp set, especially 

the C and the broad arrow which are likely to be applied from a single stamp. The 

fragmentary nature of the C and the V was also noted, and implies that the stamp was 

struck at an angle, therefore applying an uneven mark. The stylistic traits of the marks 

are also significant, illustrating an increased complexity compared to those stamps 

noted from timber 043 above. This is certainly true of the C with the serif, as well as 

the broad arrow placed within the arc. The subsequent interpretations of the marks are 

also interesting. In addition to the similarities of the letter C from the stamp noted on 

timber 043, probably relating to the C of Chatham Dockyard, evidence of the 

Admiralty broad arrow and the Arabic and Roman numerals also present interesting 

inferences. The broad arrow within the C, signifies the ownership of the plank by the 

Admiralty, but perhaps more significant is the style of the arrow compared to earlier 

18
th

 and 19
th

 century examples. The arrow in this instance is almost certainly 

representative of a style employed from the second quarter of the 19
th

 century onwards. 

The number 51 is likely to represent an abbreviated date, either 1851 or 1951. It is 

suggested that the date relates to 1851 as the structure is connected with phase 2 of the 

flooring sequence and has been tentatively dated by OAU to the late 19
th

 century. The 

date represented in the stamps is therefore particularly useful as it focuses the dating of 

phase 2 of the flooring sequence to a period at least as early as 1851. This point is also 

important in supporting the inferred date of Phase 1 to the early 1830s. Interpretation of 

the Roman numeral IV relates to the cubic contents (in feet) of the original piece of 

timber before conversion (Figure 6.12). These examples are similar to those stamps 

noted on the ship timbers. 
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Rase Marks  

The rase marks were more numerous than the stamp assemblages, where a total number 

of 19 were identified. Unfortunately many of the suites of marks were particularly 

fragmentary and of no use in aiding with effective interpretation. In consequence, a 

total of three suites of marks were sufficiently comprehensive, allowing for detailed 

study and analysis.  

 

The first set of marks was the most complete and appeared on the underside of timber 

094 (context 436.3). This timber represents a softwood plank, probably pitch pine, and 

belongs to planking from Phase 2, located at the northern end of the brick partition 

between the western and central aisle. The plank is not ship planking and is likely to be 

a softwood deal converted for primary use within the Wheelwright’s Shop. On 

inspection of the marks it became apparent that the orientation and gauge of the rase 

marks varied, suggesting at least two, possibly three marking episodes. The marks 

represented a variety of Arabic and Roman numerals and letters arranged in specific 

groups.  

 

The first phase of markings comprised three distinct groups or sets, all orientated along 

the same axis, reading from one end of the plank, longitudinally along the grain. Some 

areas were quite deteriorated due to wet rot and worm damage. The first distinct group 

of marks consisted of three sets of Arabic numerals, 10, 23 and 24, and what appear to 

be the Roman numerals II (2), although this is inconclusive. The marks are particularly 

clear, apart from the number 23, and all highlight a wide gauge of rase mark, 

approximately 50mm to 60mm. The size of each individual number averages around 

100mm by 30mm. The content of the marks suggest that the numbers relate to the 

converted dimensions of the timber upon which they are placed. When compared to the 

dimensions, this does in fact appear to be the case. Although the timber has been 

heavily truncated, the number 23 and 24 suggest the original length of the plank in feet, 

the 10 relates to the width and the possible II (2) indicates the thickness. The 

explanation for the discrepancy between the 23 and 24 may be explained as a correction 

to the original measurement of the timber, perhaps after being re-surveyed. The second 

set of marks comprised the Admiralty broad arrow, the Roman numerals III (3), the 

Arabic numerals 9181 and the symbol X. These marks seem to form at least part of the 

standard syntax associated with the management of timber in the Royal Dockyards after 
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1801. The III (3) represents the ‘contents’ of the original timber before conversion, and 

the broad arrow indicates ownership of the timber by the Admiralty. The identification 

of the numbers as 9181 is suggested given the general orientation of this set of marks. If 

this assumption is correct, then the numbers are likely to relate to the ‘progressive 

number’, or the number of that particular wood species received into the dockyard for 

that year. It may be suggested however that if the orientation is in fact read from the 

other side then the numbers may indicate the date at which the timber was received into 

the yard, this being ‘1816’ or ‘1866’. If this is the case then the mark could be central to 

the dating of this particular phase of flooring. At this point however, this interpretation 

remains uncertain. The X adjacent to the series of Arabic numerals is likely to provide a 

break between sets of information within the syntax, although unfortunately no further 

information is provided beyond this point. The final marks in this set include the letters 

B M. The width is similar to the characters noted above, all of which belong to the 

same marking episode. These letters probably represent the initials of the dockyard 

worker who received and/or measured the timber on its arrival at the dockyard. 

 

The second marking episode comprises at least two sets of marks, with the possibility 

of a third. The first two groups are orientated along the margin of the plank and read 

from the same side. At one end of the plank is a partially dubbed out set of Roman 

numerals and the Admiralty broad arrow. The information portrayed here is likely to be 

similar to that noted within the syntax mentioned above, although precise interpretation 

is difficult due to the fragmentary survival of the mark sequence. The second group 

includes the Arabic numerals 24 and 0. These marks indicate the length of the original 

plank as 24 feet, the vertical line for the abbreviation for ‘feet’ being visible between 

the 4 and the 0. This information is the same as that provided within the first phase of 

marks. Of note is the way in which the 2 and 4 have been inscribed, representing a 

continuous movement, joining the two numbers. This perhaps suggests that the 

individual who made the mark may well have been marking a large number of timbers, 

thus leaving evidence of hurried inscriptions. This would certainly be true, for example, 

at the receipt of timber into the yard, where a number of large timber consignments 

may arrive in quick succession. The final set of marks includes the letter F, the possible 

Arabic numerals 44 and the letter B. Interpretations of the marks are problematic and as 

yet no explanation can be given regarding their meaning. It seems clear however that 

the mark set does not belong to the first phase of markings despite the same orientation. 



 

 147 

This is evident with the letter B noted in both phases, where the styles are slightly 

different. It could also be suggested that the mark sequence represents a third phase. 

This could be argued given the opposite orientations and the stylistic differences noted 

between the number 4 in both sequences (Figure 6.13). 

 

The second set of marks were recorded from a possible deck plank, tentatively 

identified from the first phase of flooring. In this instance the timber marks were 

recorded for their content and interpretative contributions, and to date the timber itself 

has not been fully recorded. The marks fall into two phases, the first of which illustrates 

a fine example of the full syntax. The content of the marks incorporate both upper and 

lower case letters, Arabic and Roman numerals and a number of symbols including the 

Admiralty broad arrow, noted elsewhere. The gauge of the marks are approximately 50 

to 60mm and the average dimensions of the marks are 130mm long and 50mm wide. 

The orientation of the marks (or syntax) appear along the grain and read from left to 

right. The letters and numbers appear as follows:- 

 

 W   No  19575 x 1811 x VX?III   V   RP or PP   ? 

 

The W almost certainly relates to the first letter of the dockyard at which the timber 

was initially received, in this case Woolwich. The No stands for the abbreviated version 

of ‘number’ (ie. Progressive timber number), thus the numbers 19575 represent the 

number of the timber of that particular species received into the Yard for that year. 

After the numbers come the X symbol, denoting a break, and then the numbers 1811, 

which represents the date 1811. This is the year that the original timber from which the 

plank was converted was received into Woolwich Dockyard. After the date is a further 

X symbol and then the fragmentary remains of Roman numerals. The exact number is 

uncertain but a preliminary interpretation could suggest the number XVIII (18). This 

number is likely to relate to the ‘contents’ of the timber in cubic feet. Following the 

numerals is the Admiralty broad arrow to indicate ownership by the Admiralty, and 

then the letters RP or PP. These letters are likely to represent the initials of the 

dockyard officer responsible for the receipt of the original timber into Woolwich 

Dockyard. The second set of marks probably represents a separate marking episode and 

consists of the roman numerals XX, for the number 20, and the Admiralty broad arrow. 

This number possibly represents the length of the converted timber (20 feet) or 
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alternatively denotes the original ‘contents’ of the timber at 20 cubic feet. This is quite 

possible when we compare the difference between the 20 in this mark and the 18 noted 

within the syntax. If the timber has had the defects removed for example, we would 

expect the cubic volume of the timber to have diminished.  

 

The third set of timber marks were recorded from timber number 109 which represents 

an outer hull plank from below the waterline. This timber was associated with the first 

phase of flooring (context 271.16). The marks comprise the Roman numerals XIII (13) 

and the Arabic numeral 4, in brackets (4). These marks are interesting because of their 

connection with the timber upon which they are placed. The interpretation of the 

Roman numerals is uncertain although in this instance the numerals cannot relate to the 

length of the timber (ie 13 feet long) because the remains of the plank as recorded was 

in excess of 17 feet (5.50m). The marks appear within a ‘ghost’ impression of a frame 

or futtock, delineated on either side with the presence of pitch (painted onto the planks 

once the plank had been attached to the frames). It must be noted that the scantlings of 

the frames as defined by the ‘ghost’ outlines equates to 15 inches, which is consistent 

with the attachment of the plank to a lower futtock (probably 1
st
 futtock of a 2

nd
 or 3

rd
 

Rate) located around the mid-ships area of a ship of the line (Goodwin 1987: 264). It 

could be suggested therefore that the number 13 relates to a frame position or a station 

number (as translated from the ship draughts). Given the dislocated nature of the plank 

however this interpretation remains speculative. Alternatively, the numbers may relate 

to the cubic contents of the timber in feet, or perhaps the width of the original timber 

deal in inches. The Arabic numeral 4 in brackets is the only example of such a mark 

recorded within the assemblage to date. Examples have been found elsewhere however, 

such as HMS Invincible and HMS Victory (both constructed in the second and third 

quarter of the 18
th

 century). In this instance, the 4 in brackets denotes the thickness of 

the plank after conversion from the parent log. 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

The investigations in the Wheelwright’s Shop has yielded a surprising and unexpected 

degree of detail. In many cases the ideal terrestrial environment in which the timbers 

have been deposited has meant that the yield of information has been very high due to 

the excellent condition in which many of the timbers have survived.  
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One Ship or many? 

The scantlings of the timber assemblage and the wide range of timber types and details 

all appear to be consistent with a ship of the line constructed in the latter half of the 18
th

 

century. The exception to this are the later Sepping’s type additions noted in the 

southern part of the central aisle. The orderly nature of the deposition of the timbers 

and the suggested sequence of entry into the building are consistent with the timbers 

having come from an on-going ship breaking episode to the south of the building. This 

suggestion, added to the careful nature in which the vessel was taken to pieces, is 

supported by contemporary dockyard records. Many memoranda give reference to 

vessels being repaired or taken apart in the several docks located along the waterfront 

to the south and west of the building. Reference to one such instance is given in 

correspondence dating from the 6
th

 May and the 29
th

 July 1822 concerning the breaking 

of HMS Conqueror in No. 1 dock. In this instance significant reference is given to the 

careful dismantling of the timbers and the subsequent re-use of the components for 

suitable service elsewhere (CHA/E/147: 511 6
th

 May 1822; CHA/E/148: 538 15
th

 May 

1822; Ibid: 713 25
th

 June 1822; Ibid: 741 3
rd

 July 1822; Ibid: 784 13
th

 July 1822; Ibid: 

828 29
th

 July 1822). Despite the absence of any definitive evidence, there is no reason 

to doubt the homogeneity of the assemblage.    

 

When were the timbers deposited and which vessel? 

Documentary research has established the likely period of repair associated with the 

deposition of the ship timbers, the cost for the same in order to establish the scale of the 

work, and ultimately the identification of the vessel from which the timbers originate. 

The sources consulted include the Navy Board and Admiralty records for Chatham 

Dockyard housed primarily in the Caird Library at the National Maritime Museum and 

the National Archive at Kew. The investigation strategy has been carefully co-ordinated 

to maximise the nature of the information attained during the initial recording phases of 

the Wheelwright’s building, the planking, and the ship timbers (Kinchin-Smith 1997; 

Prescott 1997). 

 

When were the timbers deposited? 

The documentary research has improved our understanding of the circumstances in 

which the ship timbers and planking were deposited. In addition, the date for the repairs 

of the Wheelwright’s and the cost for the same have also been identified.  
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Particularly significant references are as follows: 

 

ADM 12 / 291 1833 

Ref. estimates for the repairs to the Wheelwright’s Shop and approval by the Admiralty 

 

CHA / H / 06 April – July 1833 

Ref. to the amount spent on the repairs to the Wheelwright’s 

 

CHA / H / 09 Jan – March 1834 

Article 154 – Ref. to extra cost approved to complete the repairs to the Wheelwright’s 

 

The above references have provided a date and cost for the repairs to the Wheelwright’s 

Shop. From the sources it is evident that the work was carried out between the end of 

1833 and the beginning of 1834. The scale of the repairs are indicated in the total 

amount expended on the work (£320) and seem to be consistent with the scale of the 

task identified by the deposition of the main ship timber assemblage and first phase of 

floor planking.  

 

Which vessel is it? 

The precise identity of the ship beneath the Wheelwright’s Shop has not yet been 

ascertained but the documentary work has greatly increased our understanding of 

operations in the yard of the type that must have accompanied the deposition of the 

timbers in the Wheelwright’s Shop. The meticulous study of all vessels identified as 

possible candidates for the ship timbers and planking has been carried out thus enabling 

the methodical elimination of unlikely candidates given the nature of the timbers and 

the date period associated with the repairs to the Wheelwright’s Shop. The earlier study 

of the documentary sources identified a number of possible candidates based on a 

construction date ranging between 1768 and 1815 (based on the dendrochronological 

results). The more recent research, coupled with the further study of the ship timbers 

and planking, however, has managed to extend that period into the second quarter of 

the 19
th

 century. The subsequent identification of vessels broken up during this period 

has narrowed the identification to two candidates, these being: 
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HMS Courageux – broken up in July 1832 (ADM 12 / 284)  

 

HMS Namur – broken up in March 1833 (CHA / J / 01) 

 

These vessels are consistent with the size and nature of the timbers from the main ship 

timber assemblage and the planking, and also correspond with the period details present 

within the structure of the Wheelwright’s Shop and the repair history.  

 

The identification of the possible candidates noted above, while proving interesting, 

also presents possible irregularities when considering the deposition of timbers from 

these vessels within the Wheelwright’s Shop. The surviving documentary sources 

provide a good deal of information regarding the breaking up of the Namur and the 

subsequent use of her timbers within the repairs of dockyard buildings. The Namur was 

taken to pieces in No. 2 dock at Chatham between the 26
th

 March and the 10
th

 May 

1833 for a price of 8 shillings and 6 pence per ton (ADM  1 / 3390, 26
th

 March 1833). 

On the 7
th

 May an Admiralty order was issued as follows, 

 

“ ….I am commanded by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty to signify the 

direction to you to cause those beams, which may be taken out of the Namur, applicable 

for the flooring joists of the Mast House at Woolwich to be forwarded to that Yard as 

opportunities may arise.”  

(CHA / H / 06, Article 659 7
th

 May 1833) 

 

In the first instance it may therefore be suggested that many timbers from the Namur 

were destined for the repairs of buildings in other yards. It is also the case that much of 

the serviceable timber from a vessel the size of the Namur could be used for purposes 

elsewhere. This is particularly the case if only a quarter of the timbers from the vessel 

were used in the Wheelwright’s Shop.  

 

The age of the ship planking 

The contemporaneity of the main ship timber assemblage and the floor planking laid 

directly over the top suggests that the complete assemblage on the whole relates to the 

same episode of deposition and that they are likely to originate from the same vessel. 
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This is supported with the many details on the timbers (mentioned above) synonymous 

with the long period of service of the vessel from which the timbers have come.  

 

Dating of the planking 

This phase of works has also provided further support for the dating of the ship 

planking represented in the first phases of flooring in the Wheelwright’s Shop. In 

summarising the findings presented by OAU, the planking situated directly over the 

ship timbers represents at least three phases. Phase 1 constitutes the laying of the 

original floor above the ship timbers and has been dated partly to the late 18
th

 century, 

but more probably to the early / mid 19
th

 century. Phases 2 and 3 represent the 

subsequent repairs and patching to the floor in phase 1, particularly at the southern end 

of the western aisle. In addition to this was the building of the small office and the 

concreting at the north end of the western aisle. These phases were tentatively dated to 

the late 19
th
, early 20

th
 century (Kinchin-Smith, 1997: 5).   

 

The details highlighted within the planking assemblage support the dating for the first 

phase of the flooring. Although many of the characteristics identified on the planking 

date from the latter half of the 18
th

 century, the deposition of the assemblage is likely to 

be during the repairs of 1833 / 4. This is supported by the date obtained from the rase 

mark identified on a plank from phase 1. The 1811 date suggests that the vessel from 

which the plank has come was still in service after this date. The dating of the second 

and third phases is also supported by the evidence from the planking assemblage. The 

possible 1851 date highlighted by the stamp from context 254 supports a date for these 

phases to sometime after 1851, probably the latter half of the 19
th

 century.  

 

What seems apparent is that the assemblage as a whole is particularly significant for a 

number of reasons. The likely candidates identified above, and the Namur in particular, 

highlight a long and distinguished service life over a period of almost 80 years prior to 

breaking up. Coupled with this are the connections identified with famous naval 

personalities who served with the vessel. In many cases the Namur was used as a 

flagship during significant campaigns during the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 centuries. The 

assemblage within the context of the Royal Dockyards and Chatham in particular also 

endeavour to provide great insight into naval shipbuilding, working practices and 

technical developments. The latter is significant due to the innovations of Robert 
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Seppings in the early 19
th

 century. As Master Shipwright at Chatham he was able to 

experiment with innovations such as the circular bow. The Namur was in fact used 

during the first experiment at Chatham with the round bow when she was reduced from 

a 90 to a 74 gun vessel in 1805. These innovations were of course carried out by the 

dockyard artisans who may well have felt a great connection with the Namur. She was 

built at Chatham and spent much of her later service life on the Nore and on the 

Medway. The socio-historical aspects highlighted in the assemblage may therefore 

provide wonderful insights into dockyard life throughout this period. Indeed, the very 

nature of the deposition of the ship timbers in the Wheelwrights’ Shop may well 

represent an effort to preserve the remains of a vessel close to the hearts of the Chatham 

Dockyard community.  

 

Why are the timbers there? 

The deposition of such large timbers beneath the floor of the Wheelwright’s Shop poses 

interesting questions. To date the assemblage has no precedent in the archaeological 

record, perhaps with the exception of the lesser remains at the Master Shipwright’s 

House at Deptford. The most likely suggestion for the deposition of the timbers is the 

requirement for a low-cost floor and that re-usable timber was at hand. However, the 

question must be asked as to why such a large number of timbers were placed under the 

floor, unquestionably requiring a great deal of effort to effect their disposal. This, 

coupled with the excess of timber used in the construction of the floor far outweighs the 

suitable amount of timber required for providing a sufficient load bearing surface. A 

two-fold explanation may be presented. In addition to the re-use of readily available 

timber for the laying of a new floor, it could be suggested that the vessel from which 

the timbers have come had a special reputation with the workforce at Chatham, 

particularly a vessel with a distinguished service life. The possible identification of the 

vessel as HMS Namur may well support this view (Prescott & Atkinson 2004). 

 

DISCUSSION – Timber marks 

 

The Building 

The investigation of the timber marks within the fabric of the building has revealed a 

fairly extensive array of marks, the majority of which are very fragmentary and difficult 

to interpret. Despite this, it was also evident that a number of marks provided evidence 
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of the standard syntax, although relatively short and brief in terms of the information 

content. The importance of these marks noted on the feather boards on the exterior of 

the building is recognised in the date provided in the mark. In this case the 1814 date 

gives an indication for the date of the phase of ongoing building repair to which these 

timbers belong. In addition it is clear that the marks in this instance convey basic marks 

connected with the management of timber in the dockyard and timber components 

converted for use in buildings. Perhaps the most interesting marks noted within the 

fabric of the building was the presence of the extensive plain language illustrated on 

one of the pillars. The reference in the mark to the Wheelwright’s Shop post not only 

confirms the function of the building but also offers evidence of timber for the more 

extensive legible mark types prevalent in practices identified on HMS Unicorn. The 

style and the content of the marks are also similar and therefore suggest that the mark is 

likely to be contemporary with the later Seppings style insertions some time after 1813 

and the introduction of Seppings new system of shipbuilding.  

 

The ship timbers and planking  

 

rase marks 

There is no doubt that the rase marks recorded on the ship timbers and planking 

represent more extensive evidence for the type, style and content of marking compared 

to the evidence from the Master Shipwright’s House at Deptford. The fragmentary 

survival of many of the marks however has prevented comprehensive translation and 

interpretation. Despite this, differences were noted between these marks and those 

discovered at Deptford. In cases where full mark sequences survived it was evident that 

the marks from the Wheelwright’s Shop highlight slight differences. This was 

particularly the case with the syntax where the sequence was seen to be slightly longer, 

also containing slightly different content, such as the letter S at the beginning of the 

sequence. This can be explained due to the different Yards at which the timbers were 

marked and the subtle variations in marking practices. On the whole however, the 

marks indicating the syntax clearly relate to the phases of marking after the timber was 

converted at the pits, where the information placed on the timber during receipt was 

transferred to the converted article. Furthermore, the dates highlighted in the syntax on 

the ship timbers and the planking also gives an idea as to the period when the vessel 

was still intact prior to the breaking up and incorporation into the building. Other marks 
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noted on the timbers also present a broader cross section of mark types, for example the 

presence of marks relating to the dimensions of the timbers (both of the parent timber 

and the articles converted there from). The fragmentary survival of plain language 

marks on the timbers is also interesting. Not only are the marks an indication of literacy 

levels in the workforce at the time but they also give rare reference to elements of the 

working processes of the yard, such as the examples noted above, indicating that 

components were converted by pit-saw and the references to the position of timbers 

within the vessel and the building. What is also significant amongst the evidence is the 

interesting marks discovered on two of the deck beams that appear to indicate the first 

evidence for the class of vessel to which the timbers are destined. The marks indicate 

that the timbers were destined for the upper deck of a 74 gun ship. This provides a 

particularly useful fragment of evidence when determining the size of vessel 

represented in the assemblage as a whole.   

 

Stamps 

 Perhaps the most significant aspect of the assemblage of marks on the ship timbers is 

the first evidence for stamps. These offer tangible evidence for the types of marks and 

marking episodes highlighted in the documentary sources noted in the previous 

Chapters. The cross section of stamps is also interesting, especially the AS stamps, 

possibly indicating a suite of marks placed on the timbers by a particular dockyard 

artificer. The stamps also appear on a number of timbers of different types, the most 

common being frame components. In addition the positions of the marks on the timbers 

appear to be placed on surfaces that have been dubbed out and worked by the 

shipwrights when finishing the component prior to construction. It could be suggested 

that these marks are therefore not indicative of those placed on the timbers by the 

Purveyors during the early stages of procurement but more likely by a shipwright 

officer such as the Timber Master when indicating that the timber has been inspected 

prior to construction. A further suggestion is that the marks are those placed on the 

timbers by the measurers when valuing the work of the sawyers or shipwrights. The 

measurement of the timbers following the work of the sawyers is perhaps intimated by 

the position of the stamps on the ends of components that would be obscured once in 

situ. The key question however relates to the context in which the marks are used and 

the whether the marks are the official stamps of a dockyard officer or one belonging to 

an individual shipwright. It is suggested that the stamps are connected with official 
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marking episodes and perform an official role. The letters represented in the marks 

support this suggestion, each set of letters indicating the abbreviation of a dockyard 

officer, for example MS might be Master Shipwright, AS might be Assistant Master 

Shipwright and CS might be the Clerk of the Survey – all of whom were involved in the 

marking process.  

 

Carvings 

The discovery of carved marks within the assemblage is also particularly interesting, 

offering the first instance for the use of such marks in the Royal Dockyards. The 

carvings highlight a series of Roman numerals and letters and appear predominantly on 

the ends of deck beams. The marks appear to be related to the position of the beam 

along the respective deck, also accompanied by the letter L or S indicating the Larboard 

or Starboard side of the beam when placed within the vessel. The style of the carvings 

is also interesting. Those noted on the ends of the beams from the main assemblage 

highlight differences with those from the later Seppings additions. It is suggested that 

these marks are related to the earlier life of the vessel, perhaps offering evidence of 18
th

 

century marks (assuming that the identification of the vessel as the Namur is in fact 

correct). This is also possible given the suggested length of the service of the vessel 

spanning the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. What is clear is that the carvings represented in the 

ship timber assemblage highlight similarities with the marking practices evident in 

earlier assemblages such as those of the Belle. In this respect the use of carvings and the 

nature of this particular practice intimate the continuation of older marking techniques. 

 

Timber marks in relation to the management of timber and the building process 

The assemblage of timber marks as a whole appears to represent evidence for the 

marking of timber during distinct working phases within the dockyard, already 

implicated in the discussion above and outlined in Chapter 4. The rase marks are likely 

to relate to the latter marking episodes, particularly those after the conversion of the 

timber components. In this case the information illustrated in the marks represents the 

re-marking of information connected with the receipt of the timber into the Yards in 

earlier marking phases. It is also suggested that the stamps are indicative of episodes 

that also relate to latter processes and possibly those of the officers and measurers after 

conversion.  The carvings are particularly interesting and offer fine examples of marks 

related to the building process, providing information regarding the position of the 
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timber within the vessel. The marks themselves therefore are certainly placed on the 

timbers once the articles have been converted and either laid aside to await use or 

transferred to the building ways. In like manner, the marks evident on the planking 

relate to these latter processes, providing similar examples of the syntax and evidence 

of dimensions as those witnessed within the ship timber assemblage from beneath the 

floor. Also of significance are the stamps from the planking that may provide evidence 

of 18
th

 century marks possibly relating to the marks of the Purveyors in addition to 

those of later provenance marked after the arrival of the timber into the dockyard. 

These stamps therefore provide a significant cross section of marks over an extended 

period. 

 

Conclusion 

In general terms the investigations at the Wheelwright’s Shop have helped to increase 

our understanding of one of the most complete assemblages of 18th century ship 

remains yet to be found in Britain. The details highlighted in this study suggest that the 

ship timbers hold great significance in terms of technical developments in shipbuilding, 

dockyard working practices and the social history of important maritime centres such as 

Chatham. The ship timbers also highlight the importance of the assemblage, 

representing the likely remains of a vessel coveting a distinguished service life, held in 

the hearts of the community that built and maintained the ship during her working life. 

It is hoped that the ongoing work in the Wheelwright’s will endeavour to further 

establish the importance of this rare archaeological discovery.  

 

The assemblage of timber marks represents the first extensive evidence of such remains 

within the context of the Royal Dockyards, adding to the remains discovered at 

Deptford. Unlike the more formal building such as the Master Shipwright’s House, the 

Wheelwright’s Shop represents a more humble example of a timber workshop. In 

addition, the evidence is witnessed on a large and diverse corpus of ship timber 

components. The assemblage also contains the first evidence of all three types of timber 

marks, and although much of the evidence is particularly fragmentary and illegible it is 

still possible to gain a great insight into marking practices and the relationship with 

dockyard working processes. 
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CHAPTER 7 – The Chesapeake Mill 

 

 

The Chesapeake Mill is located on the River Meon at Wickham in Hampshire, 

approximately 20 miles northwest of Portsmouth (Figure 7.1). The building comprises 

three floors and a loft and is constructed of red brick and timber with a hipped 

mansard roof comprising tiles and zinc lining (Plate 7.1). Built in 1820, the mill 

produced flour under the ownership of John Prior, a local Miller (Reynolds 1970). 

The mill continued in use until the 1970s under the ownership of Mr B Tappenden 

when the mill ceased operations. The building was maintained in an abandoned state 

until the 1990s when a local group devised plans to use the mill as a local interest 

museum, while also promoting the story of Chesapeake and the timbers therein. The 

building, then under the ownership of the local council, was finally put up for sale in 

2003, and was sold to a local antiques dealer. The building is currently used as an 

antiques showroom, although the 2 star listed status of the building has resulted in the 

protection of the fabric of the mill as a whole and the ship timbers therein. 

 

Unlike the ship timber assemblages at the Master Shipwright’s House at Deptford and 

the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham, the Chesapeake Mill offers a unique example of 

ship timber re-use in an Industrial context out-with the Royal Dockyards (Atkinson 

2000). Furthermore, the ship timbers present within the Mill highlight particular 

significance in that they are derived from a single identified vessel, the United States 

Frigate Chesapeake; famed for her action with HMS Shannon during the War of 1812 

between the United States and Britain (Mahan 1905; Mahon 1972). The fortunate 

survival of an assemblage of this nature allows insights into shipbuilding in the new 

Republican Navy towards the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries. In 

addition, the discovery of timber marks on the timbers offers an interesting 

comparison between the timber marking practices of the Royal Dockyards and that of 

both the Navy Yards of the early United States and overseas Royal Naval Dockyards 

such as Halifax in Nova Scotia.   
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Background 

The United States Frigate Chesapeake was one of six frigates ordered by Act of 

Congress on the 27th March 1794 to ‘provide a naval Armament’ to protect commerce 

during the conflict with Algeria. These included three frigates of 44 guns, and three of 

36 guns (Chappele 1949:118-19) (Plate 7.10, 7.11 and 7.12). The Secretary of War 

Henry Knox was charged with the job of the design, construction and manning of the 

ships. He stated that the arrangements for the building of the frigates included the 

procurement of all materials for construction under contract; that the Captain of each 

frigate was to superintend the construction and equipping of the vessel; and that a 

Master Builder or Constructor was appointed to each yard. This also included a Clerk 

of the yard (Storekeeper) to ‘receive, issue, and account for all public property 

belonging to the ships’. Each of these officers was sent special instructions. The 

Naval Constructor appointed to the superintending of the building works for the 

Chesapeake was Josiah Fox (Tull 1878; Chapelle 1949: 141-2). He was born in the 

autumn of 1763 at Falmouth in Cornwall. He spent some time employed as a 

shipwright in England before moving to the United States in 1787. He was soon 

brought to the attention of the United States Government, and by 1794 was assisting 

Samuel Humphreys with the ‘draughts and moulds for the [Navy’s] frigates (LOC 

Fox Papers, Snowe Papers Ben Stoddard to Josiah Fox. Navy Dept. August 1st 1798). 

Humphreys was selected by Knox to develop the naval construction programme and 

was considered by his peers to be one of the most competent and experienced naval 

constructors in the country (Dorwart 2001: 35). Three years later Josiah Fox was 

appointed to the Naval Yard at Gosport, Virginia. The location of the yard was 

particularly favourable, being close enough to the West Indies to be an effective 

command centre in the event of war; Gosport was centrally located along the eastern 

seaboard allowing for rapid deployment up and down the coast; the yard was close to 

Washington, allowing for the rapid relay of operational directives; and the 

Chesapeake Bay area was ideal for the shelter of any size of fleet. 

 

The Naval Yard at Gosport was initially lent to the Government by the State of 

Virginia in 1794, finally being purchased by the United States Government several 

years later. During this time, general preparations were in progress for the building of 

the new frigates. In most cases local timber sources were inadequate for the size of 

timbers required for the job and as a result timber was procured by contract from the 
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forests of Georgia. The agent working on behalf of the Government was John T 

Morgan, a Master-builder from Boston. His job was to superintend the operations; 

select the timber to be cut; cut the timber to shape using moulds; and to ship it north 

to the various yards. The contractors were responsible for cutting the timber and 

hauling it to a navigable river for transport. Unfortunately the delays caused by the 

seasonal nature of the work meant that by the end of 1795 not one of the frigates was 

near completion. The progress with the Chesapeake was conveyed in a report from 

the Secretary of War. This stated that about two thirds of the live oak for the frames 

had been received at Gosport, a proportion of the planking, the copper for sheathing 

and fastening, most of the ironwork, the masts and spars, and that most of the 

materials necessary were being prepared in store. The keel had been laid and parts of 

the frames were bolted together and ready for raising (Tull 1878: 13).  With the 

establishment of peace between the United States and Algiers in 1796 work was 

suspended on the Chesapeake. The period of inactivity was relatively short lived 

however and with the outbreak of hostilities with France in 1798, fresh impetus was 

injected into the building programme. Josiah Fox was re-appointed as naval 

constructor and work was commenced on the Chesapeake in concordance with Fox’s 

revised plan to reduce the frigate from a 44 to a 36 gun vessel. Reasons for this 

change are not clear although suggestion is made that in order to have the vessel ready 

for the Spring of 1799, the Chesapeake was to be reduced in size to speed up building 

(Tull 1878). It is also suggested that the saving of time and expenditure in the 

construction of the frigates was facilitated by building the vessels in concordance with 

the size of the largest class of Royal Naval Frigate (38 gun) and not to the 

specifications of the larger 44. The building works continued at a pace and by the 

summer of 1799 the United States Frigate Chesapeake was ready for launching.  The 

Chesapeake was later to return to the yard (owned by the Government since early 

1801) to be ‘heaved down’ for repairs. The nature of the facilities at the yard during 

the period in which the Chesapeake was built, and shortly after, would appear to 

comprise a relatively small facility. The Navy Yard comprised approximately sixteen 

acres of land, but other than this the details of specific facilities are unknown, in many 

cases probably comprising warehouses and such like rented privately for the storage 

of naval stores. In 1801 a barracks block was built for the Marines and in 1802 a 

warehouse was recommended, finally completed along with a timber shed in 1803. In 

addition, a brick boundary wall was constructed around the periphery of the yard and 
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a brick-built dwelling was constructed for the then Navy Agent and Superintendent of 

the yard, Daniel Bedinger. A further timber shed and powder magazine were also 

added to the yard facilities in 1808 and 1809 respectively. In 1860 the yard comprised 

dwelling houses for the Superintendant and four other officers; blacksmiths’ shop; 

iron and copper store, paint shop and blacksmiths’ finishing shop; joiners’ shop and 

timber house; Rigging loft, offices and armoury; mast house; boat shop and boat 

house; cooperage and storehouse; machine shop and engine house; foundry; sail loft; 

two covered slips (ship houses) and a temporary slip; masonry dry dock and timber 

dock etc. It is likely that by this time the facilities of the yard were considerably more 

comprehensive than those available during the construction of the Chesapeake.  The 

yard was to continue to grow until destruction by fire during the Civil War. 

 

The workforce employed in the building of the Chesapeake comprised the usual 

assortment of artificers such as shipwrights, caulkers and labourers. The workforce 

was probably little different to that of the Royal Dockyards during the same period. 

These men, however, were not the only source of labour available to Fox. There was 

one group of labourers at the yard who were perhaps unique to a shipbuilding 

situation, these being slaves. Despite the paucity of evidence for the slave 

involvement we do know that slave owners rented their slaves to the yard for an 

average of $1.50 per day (Goldberg pers.com). The employment of cheap slave labour 

was not without its problems however. Firstly, Fox was entirely dependent on the 

good will of the slave owners, who on a number of occasions withdrew their slaves 

from the yard to suite their own needs, such as at harvest time. This inevitably 

resulted in the delay in the construction of the Chesapeake, especially if the slaves in 

question were employed in a skilled job such as the boring of holes for treenails. In 

addition, local businesses sometimes harboured resentment towards Fox who 

maintained a virtual monopoly on available cheap labour. 

 

Unlike her sister ships, the Chesapeake had an unimpressive service life, being 

regarded by many of her contemporaries as ‘an unlucky ship’, on account of a number 

of unfortunate events that included a fatal accident and the death of some of the crew 

of the Chesapeake during a cruise to Alexandria; a series of reputed, unrecorded 

mutinies; and her disgrace at the hands of HMS Leopard on the 22nd June 1807 

(Barnes 1969: 116; Pool undated from, The Mariner). At this point in the service life 
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of the Chesapeake she had undergone four refits. The first refit followed her service 

during the French-Quasi War in 1803. The second refit was carried out at Washington 

Navy Yard in 1806, shortly before the Leopard affair. Repairs followed this action in 

1807 (Fox Papers 25th November 1806), after which the Chesapeake remained in 

service until her final refit in American service at Boston in 1813 – during the War of 

1812. The coupe de gras however was delivered on the 1st June 1813 with perhaps the 

bloodiest single ship action attested to the ‘Age of Sail’ between the United States 

Frigate Chesapeake and HMS Shannon (Pullen 1970; Chappele 1949; Laing 1961).  

 

The success of the United States frigates up to this time had created a sense of 

frustration within the Royal Navy and a desire to correct the balance of the naval war 

on the North American station in favour of the British cause. This desire was 

emulated by one Royal Navy frigate Captain in particular. Captain B V Broke of HMS 

Shannon had trained his crew over a lengthy period prior to the engagement with the 

Chesapeake, particularly in the art of naval gunnery (Broke was the founder of the 

Naval Gunnery School based at Whale Island at Portsmouth). The training and 

efficiency of the gun crews in addition to modifications to the ordnance and a system 

of fire commands developed by Broke were to be central in the ensuing victory over 

the Chesapeake. The newly appointed commander of the Chesapeake was a young 

and gallant hopeful, Captain James Lawrence who joined the ship at Boston where the 

Chesapeake was being re-supplied after an uneventful cruise. The make-up and 

experience of the crew was in stark contrast to that of the Shannon, and the 

unfamiliarity of the crew and their new Captain was perhaps partly to account for the 

impending defeat. The Chesapeake and Shannon were almost evenly matched, 

although the Chesapeake was more heavily built, referred to by her captors in Halifax 

as ‘over built’ (on account of her larger scantlings, and the original plan to build her 

to the specifications of the Constitution class) (Lambert et al. 1998).  

 

In May 1813, Broke arrived off Boston after the unsuccessful chase of the President 

and the Congress during bad weather. The frustration of his loss and the news that the 

Chesapeake was in harbour led to the presentation of his famous challenge to 

Lawrence – who being sensitive upon matters of honour had decided to set sail even 

without having received the letter. The match was the most even yet seen in the war 

so far, and the confidence of another United States victory evident in Lawrence and 
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his crew, and the multitude of spectators watching the engagement from the shore 

around Boston Harbour. 

 

At mid-day on the 1st June 1813 the sails of the Chesapeake were sighted by the 

Shannon – the chance for Broke and his crew had come. The Shannon stood to and 

waited for the Chesapeake to close for action, the Shannon beating to quarters at 

5.10pm. The Chesapeake gradually closed on the Shannon to starboard. Broke 

ordered his gun crews to open fire as the Chesapeake came into their sights. The 

ensuing action lasted a mere eleven minutes, in which time the guns of the Shannon 

had wreaked devastation along the crowded decks of the Chesapeake. The action was 

to take many lives, including Lawrence himself. Of the 395 men onboard the 

Chesapeake at the beginning of the action, 69 were dead or mortally wounded and a 

further 77 were injured. The crew of the Shannon totalled 330 at the start of the 

action, losing 26 men and 57 wounded including Broke who suffered a serious wound 

to the head. The damage to the hulls of the vessel was quite extensive, particularly to 

the Chesapeake. A total of 56 round shot and 306 grapeshot had been fired into the 

Chesapeake, in comparison just 25 round shot from the Americans. Despite this, the 

vessels were relatively undamaged aloft. On the 6th June 1813 the Shannon led the 

Chesapeake into Halifax Harbour. Perhaps befittingly, the Chesapeake was 

commanded by Lieutenant Provo Wallis, a native of Halifax (Pullen 1970). 

 

On completion of the survey and ensuing repairs to the Chesapeake at Halifax, the 

Admiralty saw fit to take her into the service. She sailed from Halifax on the 30th 

March 1814 bound for Plymouth in England (ADM1/505 Doc.647). The voyage 

across the Atlantic presented an opportunity for the Navy to assess the sailing 

qualities of the Chesapeake, to further understand the intricacies of a United States 

Frigate. An account is given as to her sailing in the diary of Lt. R H King (a Shannon 

officer during the action) who credited the Chesapeake on just about every account 

(Pool undated). On arrival at Plymouth, the Admiralty took no time in taking the 

opportunity to undertake a full survey, resulting in the production of a set of draughts 

and a half model (the latter of which is on display at the National Maritime Museum). 

Her first commission in the Royal Navy saw her on convoy duty to the Cape in South 

Africa. Upon her return, news was received of the cessation of hostilities with France 

and the end of the Napoleonic Wars. The subsequent ‘de mobbing’ of the navy 
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resulted in the removal of the Chesapeake from active service. She was taken into 

dock on the 7th September 1815 and her copper taken off, after which she was placed 

in ordinary at Plymouth. She was to stay in ordinary until her de-commissioning in 

1819 and removed to Portsmouth to be sold and broken up (National Maritime 

Museum Admiralty Progress Books Vol. 6 f359). 

 

Chesapeake was sold to Joshua Holmes on the 18th August 1819 for £3,450. The Price 

seems excessive when compared to frigate sales of the time (NMM Admiralty 

Progress Books), although this may well indicate the scale and quality of material sold 

from the Chesapeake. Holmes was a ship breaker at Portsmouth and operated from 

the Pesthouse Yard immediately to the northeast of the Royal Dockyard. On 

completion of the breaking up of Chesapeake, the constituent parts were advertised 

for sale in the local Newspaper (Nova Scotia Archives MG 13 Vol.3). The sale 

included an interesting corpus of timber materials (and those from two smaller 

vessels), a portion of which included the deck beams and planking bought by John 

Prior for the construction of the Mill at Wickham in 1820.  

 

THE CHESAPEAKE MILL  

 

The ship timbers  

The assemblage totals around 90 timbers. The beams account for roughly 15% of the 

total number of beams common to a ship of this size. Around 25% of deck ledges or 

½ beams are represented. The scantlings identify the timbers from the ground floor 

(G1,2,3 & 5) and the first floor (F1,2,3,4 & 5) as either gun deck (upper deck) or 

Berthing deck (lower deck) beams (Plate 7.2). G4 is likely to be from the orlop deck 

or platforms although this is not conclusive. The timbers on the second floor are 

consistent with the lighter beams from the quarter deck (spar deck). Documentary 

evidence gives the dimensions or scantlings for the timbers of the Chesapeake during 

the refit at Washington Navy Yard (Fox Papers 25th November 1806) and after the 

survey of the ship at Halifax in 1813 (NYHS James Lawrence Papers 2nd September 

1813). These sources although very useful only manage to provide part of the ongoing 

repair/refit history of the vessel in a career that witnessed three refits and two repairs 

in only 15 years of service. With this in mind we can surmise that on the whole the 
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timbers present within the assemblage are likely to represent the repairs to 

Chesapeake after the Leopard affair and the repairs at Halifax in 1813.    

 

TIMBER 

NO. 

TIMBER 

TYPE 

SIDED (CM) MOULDED 

(CM) 

RASE MARK & TYPE 

G1 Beam   UD 37 30  

G2 “”         LD 38 32 Roman Numeral (RN) (44)  

G3 “”         UD 36 29 RN (29) & WH or HM 

initials 

G4 “”       Orlop 29 29  

G5 “”         LD 39.5 32 WH or HM initials 

     

F1 “”         UD 35 31 RN (39?29) WH or HM 

initials 

F2 “”         UD 37 33 RN (38?28) & (12) 

F3 “”         UD 32.5 33  

F4 “”         UD 35 33  

F5 “”         UD 37 33 RN (25) & (11) 

S1 “”         QD 27 20 RN (15) 

S2 “”         QD 32 20 RN (17 corrected. To 16) 

WH or HM initials 

S3 “”         QD 32 20 RN (20) WH or HM initials 

S4 “”         QD 26 20 RN (13) WH or HM initials 

S5 “”         QD 26 20 RN (15) WH or HM initials 

 

Table 7.1 Types of timbers present in the assemblage and the nature of the rase marks 

found on the deck beams 

 

To determine the beam type it is necessary to look at the many tell-tale attributes 

evident on the timbers, the scantlings alone are often inconclusive in identifying from 

which deck the timbers have come. 

 

Further details on the timbers 

In many places on the timbers (particularly deck timbers) it can be noted that 

modifications have been made after the timbers were incorporated into the Mill (Plate 
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7.6). This usually comprised checks or grooves cut into the surfaces of the beams, and 

the addition of fastenings and furniture to support the machinery for the internal 

workings of the Mill. Despite these modifications it is still possible to recognise many 

details highlighting the nature of the timbers when used as ship timbers on 

Chesapeake.  

 

Beams 

The deck beams all comprise single timbers spanning the width of the mill building. 

The beams reveal common features that associate them with ship deck structure such 

as the size or ‘scantlings’ of the timbers (their size is often seemingly out of place in 

contexts such as buildings where smaller joists would normally be employed) and 

checks cut into the side faces to receive carlings. Evidence of holes for bolts on the 

end of many of the beams indicates the location where the knees would have been 

attached to the beams with iron bolts. Further details include the distinctive moulded 

margins, which show variations depending on the deck from which the beams have 

come. This might include a simple bevelled edge for an orlop beam or the more 

aesthetic chamfered edge and ‘ovolo’ form noted on the upper decks. Other features 

have also helped with our understanding of the size or ‘scantlings’ of various timbers 

used in the construction of the ship. These include the ‘ghost’ outlines of constituent 

timbers such as carlings and knees (Plate 7.4 and 7.7). The checks for the carlings 

were noted cut into the deck beams at intervals (Plate 7.5). Although the carlings are 

absent, the ‘ghost’ outlines help us determine not only their dimensions but also other 

details such as decorative moulded margins on the lower edges of the timbers (Plate 

7.6). In addition, some of the checks portray characteristics that identify them as 

partners, possibly for one of the masts or for a capstan (Plate 7.5). Checks were also 

noted cut into the bottom surfaces of a number of beams. These represent the checks 

for the attachment of uprights or stanchions to support the deck beams. 

 

Other interesting features were also identified such as lozenge shaped burn marks on 

the deck beams possibly the result of the flash from a discharged cannon or close 

proximity of a heat source, such as lanterns or candles (naked flames were generally 

forbidden on mess decks, although not always lanterns) (Plate 7.6). The remains of 

canvas was also observed on several of the beams which may indicate the remnants of 
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a screen or partition commonly used to segregate warrant officers quarters from the 

remainder of the crew on the lower deck (Plate 7.6).  

Ledges 

These components traversed the carlings laterally, although in this case their 

interpretation includes the additional description of the timbers as ½ beams due to 

their relative length, identified in situ and on comparative deck plans from the United 

States Frigate Essex (32) (Figure 7.2) (Foster Chadwick Smith 1974; Takanjian 1990). 

Despite the smaller size of the Essex, we are lucky to have copies of deck plans from 

which to gather information, as unfortunately the Chesapeake draughts were 

destroyed in the fire at Gosport during the American Civil War. Like the deck beams, 

the ledges also revealed evidence for moulded margins along the lower edges. 

 

Planking 

In addition to the main assemblage noted in the structure of the floors of the mill, 

further sections of ship timber components were noted above the windows and 

employed as window lintels. Details on the timbers include evidence of the wooden 

fastenings or treenails and on closer inspection of the visible undersides it is possible 

to identify ‘ghost’ outlines, similar to those noted around the carling checks on the 

beams. These outlines clearly demarcate the position of the frame/futtock to which the 

planking was attached. The lack of surface treatment such as paint, pitch and evidence 

of coppering may indicate that the planking represents the fragmentary remains of 

inner or ceiling planking (Figure 7.3 and Plate 7.8). 

 

PROVENANCE OF THE CHESAPEAKE TIMBERS 

 

With the Chesapeake assemblage the question of timber provenance is difficult to 

establish. This is perhaps partly explained by the extensive use of similar timber 

species for shipbuilding throughout the eastern seaboard of North America during this 

period. The yards in Virginia were likely to employ the same timber species as yards 

in Boston, or indeed Halifax in Nova Scotia. 

 

Timber species identification 

This aspect of the archaeological investigation perhaps holds the key to understanding 

the provenance of the timbers represented within the assemblage. It is not impossible 
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that we may in fact be dealing with a number of timber species and therefore may 

well have a number of repair or refit episodes represented.  

 

Timber supplied to the Gosport Navy Yard for the building of the Chesapeake  

As has already been mentioned above, the requisitioning of timber supplies for the 

building and repair of vessels for the Navy was conducted through contracts. The 

Essex papers give important insights into the ways in which timber was procured. 

What is apparent is that in the case of the Essex, timber was provided from a local 

supply through local contractors (Foster Chadwick Smith 1974: 55; Takajian 1990). 

The documentary records also indicate that specific species of timber were preferred 

for particular components of the ship. Josiah Fox for example stated the intention to 

employ ‘the best yellow pine’ for the deck beams of Chesapeake (Fox Papers 12th 

October 1798); and frequent references are given as to the preferred use of white oak 

for the frame of vessels, and the use of other timber species such as pitch pine.   

 

The Royal Navy and the supply of timber from Canada and North America 

The vast timber resource in North America was realised extensively during the Dutch 

Wars of the late 17th century (Albion : 207). The first timber supplies were obtained 

through the vast forests of New England, but by 1685 the first steps were made 

towards a formal colonial forest policy with the appointment of Edward Randolph as 

Surveyor of Pines and Timber (Albion : 242). 

 

These initial steps were soon to extend to Canada where the Pine forests, ideal for 

masts, were being exploited in the Nova Scotia Region by 1710. Indeed, the ‘Broad 

Arrow’ policy was extended to Nova Scotia in 1721. This foray encouraged the 

growth of timber exploitation and the period prior to the American Revolution saw 

considerable lumbering activity. During this period St John’s River was to exceed 

Portsmouth as the primary supplier of masts to England from North America. Direct 

supply to the Dockyard at Halifax was maintained in 1779 under the initiative of 

Captain Andrew Snape Hammond who secured supplies from the pioneer of the New 

Brunswick Region, William Davidson (Gwyn 2004: 175). The first masts arrived in 

Halifax in 1780 and by 1782 supplies were sufficiently adequate to supply the Home 

Yards (Albion : 291-2). New Brunswick was quickly to become the main supplier of 

mast timber until 1804. 
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By 1804 the acute timber shortage at home meant an escalation in demands for 

foreign supplies. The abrupt increase in demand for timber however meant a shift in 

the timber supply from New Brunswick to Quebec. The Navy Board was willing to 

seal the fate of New Brunswick by agreeing that the timber from Quebec was of 

superior quality. The dominance of the Quebec trade in mast timber is illustrated quite 

clearly the increase in this mass of timber from 2,753 masts in 1807 to 13,333 in 

1808. The supply of oak was also at a critical state at the home yards, where initial 

attempts to procure foreign oak in 1802 came to nothing (Albion : 321). By 1804 

however, the supply of white oak, deemed inferior to home grown oak and even 

Baltic oak, was supplied in quantity to the Navy. Albion goes on to say, “Shipwright’s 

and Carpenters were sent over from English Dockyards, and Oak from the Ottawa 

Region was soon being incorporated into the King’s Ships” (Albion, 1926: 354).  Oak 

timber heavily supplemented the home supplies and on the whole was obtained from 

Vermont and the St Lawrence via Quebec, where practically none came from the 

Maritime Provinces. Canada was by far the most voracious supplier in timber during 

the Napoleonic Wars (Albion : 346). The Pioneer in the Quebec trade was Philemon 

Wight, where much of the Vermont oak helped to alleviate dockyard deficiencies 

during this period (Albion : 354).  

 

Perhaps more importantly however was the supply of pine or fir timber, although it is 

suggested that this commodity had less of an influence on the Navy (Albion, 1926: 

357). It must be noted that despite the trade embargoes enforced by the US during the 

war of 1812, scores of timber supplies were received successfully from the US, some 

of which was used to build frigates which returned to fight in North American waters. 

The United States realised very quickly the value of the southern timber, particularly 

live oak which they considered superior to white oak. The British however continued 

to neglect the high value of the southern timber and instead, by 1804, had 

endeavoured to press for the supply of pitch pine with which to build frigates. Albion 

perhaps aptly illustrates this mistake on the part of the Navy when he says, “Within 

ten years ‘Old Ironsides’ of Georgia live oak was shattering the flimsy hull of the 

Levant, built of Georgia pitch pine.” (Albion, 358). The War of 1812 seriously 

curtailed this supply in US pitch pine, although elements of the extreme north and 
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south of the US maintained an illicit supply in this much needed commodity (Albion, 

359-60). 

 

Timber species employed at Halifax Yard 

From the documentary sources it would appear that a wide range of timber species 

were employed in their various forms at Halifax. The dockyard records consulted 

between 1800 and 1820 clearly illustrate this diversity. During this period it seems 

that much of the timber supply was gathered from local sources, especially New 

Brunswick with a small percentage being supplied by the dockyard at Bermuda. The 

table below illustrates the types of timber and the use for which the timber was 

employed. 

 

TIMBER SPECIES TIMBER TYPE DATE 

White Oak Plank 1803 

“               “ Board 1803 

“               “ Knees 1803 

Yellow Pine Plank 1803 

White Pine Plank 1803 

“              “ Board 1803 

Birch Plank 1805 

Black Birch Knees, Keel 1805 

Juniper Treenails 1814 

Red Pine Deck deals 1802 

Spruce Masts & yards ? 

  

Table 7.2 Timber species received at Halifax Dockyard  

(MG 13/Vol.3, 4 & 5; Halifax Newspapers, 1812 &1814) 

 

The seemingly widespread supply of many species of timber throughout North 

America makes the identification of the provenance of the Chesapeake timbers much 

more problematic. It can be suggested that much of the supply to and from the Yard at 

Halifax consisted in the main of local or at least Canadian timber, supported by the 

documentary sources. Much of the timber supplies to and from Halifax comprised 

shipments of timber ‘sticks’ for masts and yards (Gwyn 2004). Very few references 
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are made to the supply and use of timber for shipbuilding and repair – probably as a 

result of the lack of trust of the Admiralty and Navy Board in the required quality for 

ship construction and repair (Gwyn 2004).   

 

The Naval Dockyard at Halifax 

Halifax harbour is an ideal natural deep water inlet which was quickly recognised by 

the French and British as a suitable base for Colonial interests in the Canadian 

Maritimes. After the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 Nova Scotia and Halifax 

passed to British rule where in 1749, Edward Cornwallis and 1500 settlers founded a 

military and naval outpost. In 1759 the King’s yard at Halifax was founded after the 

purchase of nine acres of waterfront property (Raymond 1999:2). The yard was to 

develop as an important establishment for the supply refit, and repair of vessels, 

reaching prominence after the loss of Boston and New York as a consequence of the 

War of Independence. The zenith of activity within the yard was achieved in the early 

19th century, and particularly during the American War between 1812 and 1815, a 

period in which this study focuses (Raymond 1999; Gwyn 2004).  

 

The organisation of the yard was similar to that of the home yards although on a much 

smaller scale. At the time of the American War the total workforce comprised 270 

men, consisting of Officers, Artificers, Shipwrights, Caulkers and labourers. Despite 

some differences in the management of the yard compared with those at home, overall 

responsibility for the smooth running of operations fell to the Commissioner, who was 

usually a high ranking Naval Officer. Responsible to him were the principal dockyard 

officers; Master Shipwright, Master Attendant and Storekeeper. In turn these officers 

maintained their own departments, each receiving assistance from clerks, particularly 

with matters concerning the laborious but necessary administrative tasks and 

paperwork. The main body of the workforce consisted in the main of skilled artificers, 

shipwrights and carpenters as well as labourers and apprentices who were supervised 

by junior or ‘inferior’ officers such as the Foreman of Shipwrights, Caulkers, House 

Carpenters, Smiths and Mast Makers, to name but a few (Gwyn 2004: 102).  

 

The complexities involved in maintaining an efficient operation within the yard 

always ensured that the Commissioner and principal officers were never without 

problems. Even for a small ‘foreign’ station such as Halifax the ever stringent control 
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pursued by the Navy Board over yard affairs meant that the obvious difficulties of 

distance and circumstance did little to ease the burdens placed on the dockyard 

officers. 

 

Evidence for the marking of timber in the yard at Halifax is particularly scarce, 

although one reference indicates the employment of the Storekeeper and his assistants 

in the marking of masts or ‘sticks’. A letter from the Storekeeper at Halifax to the 

Navy Board asks as to the mode of marking mast timber, offering perhaps an 

indication that the marking of timber was at least practiced to some degree (MG 13 

Vol.3 20th July 1803). Despite this paucity of evidence within the documentary 

sources, the marks noted in the Chesapeake assemblage supports this suggestion.  

  

The timber marks on the Chesapeake timbers 

As we have seen, the presence of timber marks on ship timbers is a common 

occurrence with many surviving timber assemblages of this period. Although the 

marks identified within the Chesapeake assemblage do not appear to be as complex as 

those employed in the Royal Dockyards they remain extremely important in 

increasing our understanding of dockyard practices outside Britain. What is also 

interesting is the possible evidence for the unique blend of early United Sates 

practices and those used in overseas or ‘foreign yards’, such as Halifax in Nova 

Scotia. The Chesapeake timbers survive today as a mixture of components taken for a 

purpose out-with their original use.  

 

The marks highlighted on the ship timbers are in a number of cases obscured by the 

fabric and machinery of the mill, thereby supporting the identification of the marks as 

related to the timbers employed on the Chesapeake and not as part of the building. 

The marks comprise entirely of inscribed rase marks, where no examples of stamps or 

carved marks were noted (Figure 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6). The types of marks identified on 

the timbers are quite basic and in the most part consist of Roman numerals and the 

letters or initials ‘WH’ or ‘HM’. Other, more obscure marks were recorded and due to 

the fragmentary nature of their survival remain difficult to decipher. Roman numerals 

(I to V) were also noted toward the ends of the beams located on the second floor (S1, 

2, 3, 4 & 5). These almost certainly represent marks contemporary to the building of 
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the mill and represent the simple locating numerals or figures commonly employed in 

the construction of timber buildings from the medieval period (Easton 1999). 

 

 

TIMBER 

NO. 

TIMBER 

TYPE 

ROMAN 

NUMERALS 

LETTERS 

/INITIALS 

OTHER LOCATION ON 

TIMBER 

G1 Beam  UD - - - - 

G2 “”        LD 44 - Yes South face 

G3 “”        UD 29 WH - North face 

G4 “”   Orlop - - - - 

G5 “”        LD - WH Yes North & south faces 

      

F1 “”        UD 29 or 39 WH Yes North & south faces 

F2 “”        UD 28 or 38, 12 - - South & underside 

F3 “”        UD - - - - 

F4 “”        UD - - - - 

F5 “”        UD 25 & 11 - - North & underside 

      

S1 “”       QD 15 - - North face 

S2 “”       QD 17 corrected to 

16 

WH Yes South face 

S3 “”       QD 20 WH Yes South face 

S4 “”       QD 13 WH Yes South face 

S5 “”       QD 15 WH Yes South face 

   

Table 7.3 The location and types of timber marks noted on the deck beams 

 

The table above highlights those timbers (beams) which have rase marks. If we study 

the possible meanings of the marks and the relationships between the types of timbers 

upon which they occur and the spatial distribution, a number of interesting 

observations can be made. 
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The Roman numerals 

The numerals recorded from the timbers represent a cross section of numbers which 

appear in a range of sizes and styles. The numbers range from between 11 and 44 and 

appear on the side faces and underside of the timbers. The numbers occur on both 

upper and lower deck and quarter deck beams. In some cases the numerals also appear 

in association with letters or initials (HM or WH) and marks too fragmentary to be 

deciphered. The sizes of the marks vary from between 50 x 20 cm and 10 x 10 cm 

(Plates 7.13 – 7.16).   

 

The Roman numerals can be seen to represent a number of possible meanings and 

functions within the assemblage. Given the nature of the service life of the ship and 

the relatively large number of refits and repairs, it seems likely that even with such a 

small sample of timbers (15%) they could all represent a number of repair or refit 

episodes. Three possible phases have been suggested given the nature of the 

archaeological evidence and the support of a number of key documentary sources. 

What is interesting is that 11 of the 15 beams represented in the assemblage all show 

evidence of rase marks, of which only one (G4) does not have Roman numerals. 

 

The letters or initials 

The remaining marks within the assemblage comprise the letters HM or WH and 

were recorded on timbers G3, F2, S2, 3, 4 & 5. At first it was suggested that the 

letters may represent the abbreviation for the species of the timber, for example 

‘white pine’ – although the subsequent identification of the species as yellow pine 

disproves this suggestion. Further possibilities include the letters or initials of 

individuals or an individual involved in the construction or subsequent repair and refit 

episodes - perhaps a dockyard officer. William Herbert was involved with the 

preparation of the timber upon delivery to Gosport Yard in 1798 (Fox Papers 12th 

October 1798). The initials are unlikely to represent Herbert however, given the 

number of refits and repairs undertaken after the construction of Chesapeake. The 

Foreman of Shipwright’s and Later Master Shipwright (1805-1813) at Halifax was a 

William Hughes. He would have been involved in overseeing the receipt of timber 

into the yard and could therefore have marked the timbers with his initials to show 

that they had been approved and received (Plate 7.15 & 7.16) (Gwyn 2004).  
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The interpretation of the rase marks 

The real question at this time concerns the provenance of the timber marks and the 

subsequent practices that they represent. In the context of the Royal Dockyards, we 

have already seen evidence – both documentary and archaeological – for the stamping 

and inscribing of timbers with a rase knife. Also established in this context are the 

types of information conveyed in the various marks. While the United States Navy 

Yards clearly employed various marking methods (highlighted above), no known 

archaeological evidence has been discovered to date to support the information 

provided in the documentary record. It is also important to point out that there is also 

no clear evidence for the rasing of timber in United States Naval Yard practices – 

comprising the exclusive mark type in the Chesapeake assemblage. It may well be the 

case that the evidence among the timbers in the Chesapeake Mill provides the first 

evidence of such practices. The absence of evidence however is not evidence of 

absence. Until definitive proof has been provided for the provenance of the timber 

marks, one must rely on the evidence to hand.  

 

The very nature of the timber marks bear immediate similarities to the simple marks 

evident in the Royal Dockyards prior to the changes instigated at the beginning of the 

19th century. The simplified 18th century marks noted among Royal Naval 

assemblages may well indicate the origin of the simple mark types noted among the 

Chesapeake timbers. The skill base and experience among the officials and artificers 

of the Navy Yards was in many cases learnt during service in the Royal Dockyards 

before emigration to the American Colonies (and after the American Revolution) or 

upon voluntary transfer to foreign yards from the Royal Dockyards. Josiah Fox, the 

constructor in charge of the building of the Chesapeake is known to have hailed from 

a British shipbuilding background. Suffice to say that his experience in the English 

Yards must surely have made him familiar with timber marking systems on his arrival 

to the United States. It could be suggested that the marks evident on the ship timbers 

are indicative of the continuation of timber marking practices similar to those 

employed in the Royal Dockyards of the 18th century.  

 

The timber marks have interesting implications with the management of timber in 

United States Navy Yards. What is clear at the outset is the relatively small scale of 

the operations and workforce at Gosport when compared with those of the Royal 
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Dockyards. The small scale operations would negate the need for extensive marking 

systems, where in many cases individual officers, such as the Constructor or Clerk 

(Storekeeper) were able to keep a check on a manageable proportion of materials 

required for the construction of a relatively small vessel such as a frigate. At the time 

the Chesapeake was being built, yard operations were limited. The yard had just 

completed a brig for the navy and the recently captured French frigate L’Insurgente 

was under repair. In addition, there is no evidence to suggest that the timber contracts 

drawn up by the timber merchants and the Navy Yard involved any form of extensive 

timber marking (although merchants did mark timber elsewhere eg. British Isles and 

Europe), indicating a familiar and immediate business relationship between them. To 

date, the only evidence for the marking of timbers in connection with timber 

management during this period is from the Washington Navy Yard, and post-dates the 

construction of the Chesapeake by several years. In this case, the timbers were 

marked with a sequence of numbers and letters and the initials of the agent with a 

‘marking iron’ (possibly akin to the ‘die stamp’ noted in Royal Dockyard contexts). 

This measure ensured that timber from a particular consignment or shipment could be 

readily identified (National Archives: Letter to James Mac Elerey, City of 

Washington October 10th 1807).    

 

Although no specific evidence survives in connection with the building of the 

Chesapeake, one documentary source from the Fox Papers does give reference to the 

marking of timbers to aid in the construction of a vessel, indicating that such practices 

were in use in early United States Navy Yards. The symbols on the document 

comprise a series of letters and numbers in tabular form which indicate a series of 

marking sequences for the location of single frame components of a 74 gun ship of 

the line. For example the sequence S2F 6 indicates the location of a 2nd futtock on the 

starboard side of the vessel, situated at station 6 (as identified from the ship draughts). 

In this case the manuscript, while not telling us a great deal about the methods and 

situations in which the marks are realised, it does however give us a tantalising insight 

into the organisation and control of timber consignments and the building process of a 

larger vessel such as a 74 gun ship of the line (Library of Congress, Elliot Snowe 

Papers C.22 Josiah Fox, Estimation and Description of timbers 1800 – 1807). 
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Mention has already been made concerning the Roman numerals discovered on many 

of the beams noted in the floor of the Chesapeake Mill. These numerals comprise a 

series of numbers, the interpretation of which presents a number of possible 

explanations. What is clearly evident however is the difference between the marks 

noted above and those identified in the Chesapeake Mill - perhaps suggesting that the 

marks on the Chesapeake timbers were realised within a different context, for 

example Halifax Navy Yard. 

 

What is clear is that the majority of the timbers contain evidence for Roman numerals. 

If the timber assemblage contains timbers from both United States Naval contexts and 

foreign yards such as Halifax Yard, it can be suggested that the practice was 

employed in both the US Navy Yards and the foreign yards of the Royal Navy. This 

suggestion is readily supported by the documentary record. In both contexts it is 

possible to identify the use of Roman numerals to convey certain types of information 

(noted in previous Chapters). Despite the current lack of archaeological evidence, 

documents from the United States Navy Yards give reference to the lengths of straight 

timbers (for deck beams and such like) provided by timber contractors for naval 

construction (Fox Papers; Library of Congress Document). As such, the Roman 

numerals on the Chesapeake timbers may represent the dimensions or lengths of the 

timbers as specified in the original building orders – or similar instances during 

subsequent refit and repair episodes. The orders prepared by Josiah Fox highlight the 

lengths of timber required for the deck beams of Chesapeake during building (Fox 

Papers 12th October 1798; MG 13/3, 7th Dec. 1805). In this case the numbers provided 

in the order range between 25 and 39. Many of the numerals within the assemblage 

certainly fall within this range (Table 7.2). Those that do not however such as timbers 

G2 and S1 to S5 may indicate timbers from separate contexts or represent a different 

meaning. The use of Roman numerals marked on timbers in Royal Naval Yards also 

indicates similar practices to those in the United States. It has already been shown that 

numerous references from the Royal Dockyards give reference to the marking of 

dimensions and the cubic contents in feet of timber articles – both on delivery and 

after conversion (ADM 106/3106; ADM 106/3240; Chaper 5,6 & 7). The Roman 

numerals noted on the deck timbers therefore, may also refer to the dimensions 

(length or cubic content) in feet of each timber.  
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In the case of the number 44 on timber G2, the numerals may represent the number of 

guns of the ship for which the timber was assigned (supported by examples at the 

Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham and HMS Unicorn). If this is the case then the timber 

may well be from the initial building stage at Gosport. This is certainly a possibility 

because the ship was originally to be built as a 44, but was later reduced to a 36. 

  

The provenance of the timbers however may alter this hypothesis. If the timbers are 

evidence of the refit at Halifax after the action then what we may be seeing is 

evidence of timber marking practices in the Royal Naval Yards overseas. In this case, 

the marks will be contemporary with the period of changes in the management of 

timber in the ‘home yards’ at the beginning of the 19th century. If this is the case, then 

this has interesting implications for the nature of timber marking in overseas yards 

and direct comparisons with the methods of marking employed in the home yards. 

 

Conclusion 

The remains of the United State Frigate Chesapeake within the Chesapeake Mill are a 

particularly significant discovery and one that excites interest on an international 

scale. The evidence presented in the timbers offers a unique insight into the 

shipbuilding practices of the early United States Navy. In addition the assemblage 

also provides possible evidence for practices employed in the repair of vessels in 

overseas ‘foreign’ yards of the Royal Navy such as Halifax. The simplified marks 

noted on many of the timbers perhaps represent evidence of marking practices 

employed out with the Royal Dockyards. It is equally possible that the marks provide 

rare archaeological evidence for marking practices in United States naval contexts, or 

more likely those of ‘foreign’ overseas yards. The provenance of the marks aside, 

they offer tantalising comparisons with the practices employed in the home yards 

during the informative period of administrative reform in the dockyards and in the 

management of timber. The evidence presented here certainly deserves a more 

detailed study of timber marking practices of the United Sates Navy Yards and 

colonial yards, unfortunately too extensive to allow for here. 
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CHAPTER 8 – HMS Victory 

 

Chapter 6 presented the results of the discovery of an assemblage of dislocated ship 

timbers discovered in the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham Historic Dockyard. The 

discovery of a number of surviving timber marks - both in the structure of the 

building and upon the ship timbers under the floor - allowed for the first extensive 

investigation of timber marks within the context of the Royal Dockyards. We see for 

the first time, evidence of a number of marking types (stamps, carvings and rase 

marks) found on ship timber components from a broad cross-section of constituent 

parts of the hull of a ship of the line. By contrast, the timber marks discovered on 

HMS Victory offer a particularly extensive assemblage of marks found exclusively on 

ship hull components. Perhaps more significantly, the timber marks are derived from 

timbers that until recently were in situ within the vessel, and thus in context. This has 

allowed for the further understanding of the meaning and function of timber marking 

both in the shipbuilding process and the management of timber within the dockyards. 

Unlike both the Master Shipwright’s House in Deptford and the Wheelwright’s Shop 

at Chatham, we are presented with evidence from a known vessel – in this case a 

vessel with a particularly long and rich history – allowing for a much more reliable 

foundation upon which the archaeological evidence can be analysed and interpreted.  

 

Background 

So far, evidence has been presented for timber marks discovered on timber from 

vessels ranging from a large frigate, a 44 and 50 gun 4
th

 rate, and a 2
nd

 Rate of 90 

guns (later reduced to a 3
rd

 Rate 74). HMS Victory, in contrast, represents the largest 

type of ship built for the Royal Navy in the latter half of the 18
th

 century. Victory was 

a 1
st
 Rate ship of the line, carrying 100 guns, one of a small number of vessels of this 

Rate to be built at the time (only 3 ships of 100 guns were in service out of a fleet 

totalling 300 vessels in 1756). Other First Rates (100) built between 1750 and 1790 

include Royal George (1756; sank in 1782), Britannia (1762), Royal Sovereign 

(1786), Royal George (1788), and Queen Charlotte (1790). Victory was ordered as the 

largest of 12 ships of the line presented as part of the Navy Estimates for 1759 by the 

Newcastle – Pitt Ministry. This building programme was instigated through fears of a 

continued naval threat from France (McKay 1987: 6-7; Crawshaw 1999: 1/52-4).  
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The design of Victory was carried out by Sir Thomas Slade (1703-71), the then joint 

Surveyor of the Navy (1755-70), and is considered to be his masterpiece (McKay 

1987; Jones 1977). He was perhaps the most proficient designer of his day, laying the 

foundations for future innovative designers such as Sir Robert Seppings (Surveyor of 

the Navy 1813-32) in the first quarter of the 19
th

 century (McKay 1987).  

 

The draft of the Victory was approved by the Admiralty, and the order was given by 

the Navy Board for construction to begin at Chatham Dockyard of a vessel of 100 

guns on the 7
th

 July 1759. The Master Shipwright in charge of overseeing the works 

was John Lock, who upon his death in 1762 was replaced by Edward Allin. The keel 

was laid in the old single dock (the present No.2 dock) at Chatham on the 23
rd

 July 

1759 (Figure 8.1). The practice of using a dock instead of a building slip for the 

construction of large vessels was necessitated due to the lack of gradient required for 

the vessel to maintain momentum during launching. At Chatham in 1747, the launch 

of the 80 gun ship Newark was seriously curtailed after becoming stuck after 

travelling only forty yards down the slip. Despite the use of tackles she remained firm 

and had to be secured in situ until the next spring tide (Crawshaw 1999: 1/54). The 

building of Victory was carried on at a leisurely pace following the victory at 

Quiberon Bay and the reduced naval threat from France in 1759. As such, the Victory 

was ‘floated up’ on the 7
th

 May 1765 and placed in ordinary (in reserve) (McGowan 

1999: 10-12). 

 

HMS Victory was commissioned on the 12
th

 March 1778 and enjoyed a long and 

successful service life, acting as Flagship for distinguished commanders such as 

Keppel, Howe, Hood and Jervis (Lord St Vincent) – to name but a few - and winning 

battle honours at Ushant (1778) and Cape St Vincent (1797). Of course the Victory is 

most famous for her part at the Battle of Trafalgar on the 21
st
 October 1805, as the 

flagship under the command of her most famous commander, Admiral Lord Nelson. 

After Trafalgar HMS Victory continued in sea service, including service as a troopship 

to the Tagus and later as convoy escort in the Baltic. On 28
th

 November 1812 Victory 

was paid off at Portsmouth and taken into ordinary. The remainder of the career of 

HMS Victory was spent at Portsmouth fulfilling a number of roles such as Port 

Admirals’ Flagship, residence to the Captain of the Ordinary and a Guard ship. Here 
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the Victory remained until 1922 when she was taken into No.2 dock, her final resting 

place (Figure 8.2 and 8.3; Plate 8.1). 

 

In 1921, the President of the Nautical Research Society, the Marquis of Milford 

Haven died. He had however left a legacy to the commitment of the Society to 

instigate positive action in the restoration of the most famous fighting ship from the 

Age of Sail. At the Society Annual General Meeting in 1922, the new Chairman, 

Admiral of the Fleet Sir Doveton Sturdee announced that the Admiralty had agreed 

that the executive officers of the Society should act as technical advisors towards the 

restoration of the Victory to her Trafalgar condition (McGowan 1999: 33). 

 

In 1922 the refurbishment of HMS Victory began in earnest, marking the first and 

perhaps the most extensive wooden historic ship restoration programme of its kind 

anywhere in the world (the restoration of HMS Trincomalee, the USF Constitution 

and to a certain extent USF Constellation in recent years are the only comparable 

projects - although the vessels are of course much smaller). The work has run almost 

without cessation since 1922, culminating in the unveiling of Victory - restored to her 

1805 state – at the bi-centenary celebrations of the Battle of Trafalgar in 2005 (Plate 

8.2 and 8.3). The importance of Victory as an archaeological research resource has 

been recognised in the research opportunities presented in recent years during 

restoration. Although much information has been lost, the work such as that on the 

arisings in 1998 has told us a great deal about the construction and technical 

development of Victory – and provided a priceless opportunity in the study of the 

timber marks (Goodwin 1998).  

 

THE SHIP TIMBERS & TIMBER MARKS 

 

The recording of the timber arisings from HMS Victory 

The ongoing restoration and extensive repairs to the ship in recent years has resulted 

in much of the decayed or damaged timber being broken out of the ship and the 

resulting fragments, or arisings, have been set aside in store (Plate 8.4). A large 

portion of these fragments were studied as part of a Ship Timber Project funded by 

the Society for Nautical Research and carried out by the Scottish Institute of Maritime 

Studies from the University of St Andrews. It is the results of this study that form the 
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basis of this chapter. Of course, in most cases, the extraction of many of the timbers 

from the ship, such as whole deck beams or futtocks, has resulted in these components 

being converted into smaller pieces to facilitate the removal from the vessel and to 

maximise space during storage. The relatively small size of many of the individual 

arisings means they are easier to work with than the timbers built into the ship. 

Furthermore, unlike those timbers discussed in previous chapters, all the surfaces of 

the timbers were available for inspection. The condition of the timbers was also 

generally good, although some evidence of rot and damage from death watch beetle 

was noted. In several instances this led to loss of detail due to the friable and crumbly 

nature of some of the timbers.  

 

The survey and recording of the ship timbers revealed a great deal of information 

concerning the various components used in the construction and subsequent repairs of 

the vessel (Figure 8.4). On the whole, the timber arisings form an assemblage of 

timber articles extracted from Victory during one of the major phases of restoration - 

the majority of which were taken out of Victory during the restoration of the vessel 

from the bow to just aft of midships in the 1970s and ‘80s (Goodwin pers.com). One 

disadvantage however with the study of dislocated ship timbers is the high percentage 

of timber components that are not identified in connection with their original purpose. 

In many cases during the inspection of the timbers, many fragments were simply set-

aside. Out of the 490 timbers that revealed enough detail for useful study and analysis, 

107 were not identified as to their original component type due to the fragmentary 

nature of the articles. Those that were positively identified however revealed a broad 

cross section of timber types and some interesting details. In some cases several 

component types were still joined together, such as two sections of a compound beam, 

a section of knee attached to a portion of beam end (Timber No. 267/267a), or 

fragments of planking still attached to a portion of futtock. The following table gives 

a quantitative representation of all the timber component types encountered during the 

investigation: 
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STRUCTURE TYPE NO. NUMBER OF INDIVIDUAL STRUCTURAL 

COMPONENTS 

Hull Framing  Futtock 102; Top timber 5;  Cant frame 3; Anchor 

piece 7; Gun port sill 2 

Total 119  

Deck structure   QD beam 3; UD beam 9; MD beam 4; LD beam 4; 

Orlop 1; Unidentified 41; Beam shelf 8 

Deck structure   UD carling 1; MD carling 5; LD carling 4; Orlop 7; 

Ledges 8; Unidentified 7 

Total 102  

Knees  14 Hanging knee 14; Lodging knee 15; Dagger knee 2; 

Chock 1; Unidentified 24 

Total 56  

Hull & Deck planking 2 Hull planking 2; Deck planking 26; Spirketting 6; 

Inner lining 68 

Total 102  

Internal strengthening  Breasthook 4  

Total 4  

Total unidentified 

fragments 

107  

Grand Total 490  

 

Table 8.1 The number of component types discovered among the Victory arisings 

 

Details of the Ship timbers 

Although some timbers were found to be much degraded, the majority revealed a high 

degree of detail relating to the nature of the construction of Victory, shipwrightry 

practices within the dockyards and the many aspects of her working life (Plate 8.5, 

8.6, 8.7, 8.8, 8.9 & 8.10).  

 

Fastenings 

A number of different types of fastenings were noted within the assemblage and 

include wooden treenails, bolts of non-ferrous and ferrous metal composition 

(especially on futtock timbers eg. Timber No. 232), and ferrous spikes and nails 

(particularly on beams). In addition to the yellow non-ferrous fastenings was limited 
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evidence of coppering with rows of copper nails on sections of hull planking (eg. 

Timber No. 296 & 430). The treenails identified amongst the assemblage highlight a 

number of fastening episodes on the same component, most evident on futtock 

timbers with several phases of planking. Also noted was the use of different types of 

wedging on the ends of treenails, including triangular, diamond and cross wedges. In 

addition, numerous coak holes were noted on timbers indicative of locations where 

two timbers were joined such as the partnering of beam ends with hanging and 

lodging knees (eg. Timber No. 228 – deck beam; Timber No. 232 – hanging knee; 

Timber No. 241 – lodging knee), and the joining of two beam components (Timber 

No. 328/328a), similar to those examples noted from the Wheelwright’s Shop 

(Chapter 7). In addition to the older fastenings noted on the timbers, evidence of more 

recent types were noted. This included steel bolts and spikes used to attach the 

external hull planking and thickstuff to the futtocks. 

 

Fittings  

Various types of fittings and attachments were also noted within the timber 

assemblage, in many cases giving evidence of the long working life of the vessel. A 

number of eyebolts and cleats were also noted on a large number of deck components 

such as beams and carlings, used for the working of the gun-ports (Timber No. 225). 

Other fittings include copper strips nailed neatly over the seams between two 

adjoining components of a number of compound deck beams (eg. Timber No. 229 & 

436). 

 

Paint and other surface coatings and treatments  

Due to the long duration in which most of the timbers have spent within the structure 

of Victory a number of surface treatments were noted on many of the timbers. Many 

of the deck beams, knees and internal lining of the hull for example revealed several 

layers of paint. The original paint layer in most instances comprised a pale green 

colour, possibly similar to the popular paint known as ‘Antwerp Green’ used from the 

third decade of the 19
th

 century (ADM106/1827 19
th

 December 1823). Subsequent 

paint layers included yellow ochre, red, white and black and probably represent 

consecutive layers relating to the restoration of Victory since 1922. In addition, 

evidence of protective applications such as pitch, and primers such as red lead 

appeared on many of the timbers within the assemblage. Evidence of pitch or black 
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paint was also noted on many of the frame timbers, where in some instances the paint 

has dribbled indicating the orientation of the timber when the paint was applied. In 

this case it is evident that the paint was applied once the timbers had been placed in 

the vessel (egs. Timber No. 224). 

 

Toolmarks  

A good proportion of the timbers reveal evidence of tool marks associated with the 

construction, repair and refit of the vessel. Construction marks include pit-saw and 

mechanical saw, and adze marks, indicating the conversion and subsequent dubbing 

out of the individual components prior to building. In the case of the futtocks, this 

practice suggests a high degree of precision for the cutting of the futtock bevels for 

example, which subsequently require little or no dubbing out with an adze prior to the 

laying of the planks. Repairs were noted on a number of timbers, usually in the form 

of patches or ‘graving’ pieces. This was noted in particular on deck planking (eg. 

Timber No. 406 & 409, Lower gun deck planks) and in fewer cases on deck beams, 

particularly in places where the component developed cracks or splits. 

 

Checks, rebates and decorative features 

A large proportion of the timber components also revealed evidence for the linking of 

two or more timbers. Examples include deck timbers with a number of square checks 

cut into the side faces to receive carlings – as did the side faces of carlings, for the 

location of smaller ledges (in places sections of beam shelves/inner lining also 

showed evidence of checks to receive ledges, eg. Timber No. 262). Individual deck 

beam timbers also revealed straight scarph joints where two or three pieces were 

fastened together to form a compound beam (the use of straight scarphs as opposed to 

the usual tabled scarphs perhaps indicates the transition of Victory from sea-service to 

harbour service, where the need for scarph types with more suitable attributes to 

minimise the ‘working’ of the timbers in heavy sea conditions is not required). In 

many instances strips of felt were also noted placed between the joints (Timber No. 

265/265a). Further examples of rebates cut into timber components include those 

converted towards the ends of deck beams to receive iron knees. Examples (Timber 

No. 223/223a & 413/413a – beam ends with rebates) were recorded of such rebates 

for the use of both chocked knees with Roberts iron plates (Timber No. 292 – chock 

with rebate for lower arm of Roberts plate knee) and the Seppings forked knee and 
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chock (Goodwin 1987: 76-83). Also of note was evidence for decorative moulded 

margins on many timbers, particularly deck timbers and knees. Similar to the 

examples noted in earlier chapters (especially the Master Shipwright’s House at 

Deptford and the Chesapeake Mill), the degree of decorative work increased from the 

lower levels of the vessel upwards. These features were seen to be particularly useful 

during analysis to cross reference the scantlings of the arisings with the beams to 

identify from which deck (in the case of deck beams) in Victory the timbers might 

have come (egs. Timber No. 307 – lodging knee, single chamfer, from middle of 

lower gun deck; Timber No. 297 – double chamfer from upper gun deck; Timber No. 

266 – single chamfer from lower or middle gun deck; Timber No. 335 – bevelled edge 

on orlop beam). 

 

The timber marks 

HMS Victory enjoyed a long service life, from the middle of the 18
th

 century to the 

later stages of the 19
th

 century. Thus, HMS Victory represents a unique research tool 

from which to illustrate the changing nature of timber marking and subsequently the 

changes in the management of timber and working practices of the Royal Dockyards. 

The study of the timber arisings has revealed much information about the range, 

nature and significance of timber marks. They provide us with yet more insights into 

the work of the dockyard craftsmen. As we shall see, the study of the timber marks 

has also helped us to understand the original building and subsequent refit history of 

the ship complementing and confirming the information identified in the documentary 

records. The evidence discussed below comprises that gained from the study of these 

arisings. 

 

The timber marks on HMS Victory have been the topic of minor observations in the 

past, primarily by the shipwrights who have worked on her restoration in the recent 

past and the Keeper and Curator of Victory, Peter Goodwin. Notes produced by 

Barlow (1986: 15) and McGowan (1999: 93) give a very brief account and 

rudimentary translation of some of the marks noted in situ on Victory. Goodwin has 

highlighted the archaeological significance of the marks and their importance in 

helping us to understand their meaning and context (1998). The subsequent study of 

the timber marks from 1998 (Goodwin 1998), both in situ and from the study of the 

arisings has allowed an opportunity to develop a more in depth understanding of the 
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meaning and purpose of the timber marks, adding to the initial comments and 

observations made by Barlow. The following discussion will expand upon these notes 

and attempt to highlight the many different stages and processes in which the marks 

are made. 

 

The types of timber marks found on HMS VICTORY 

Let us first look at what types of marks are evident on the Victory timbers and how 

these marks are realised. As is the case with the timber mark assemblages noted in 

Chapter 6, the marks on the Victory timbers comprise carvings, stamps and rase 

marks. The largest percentage of marks belong in the rase mark category, followed by 

stamps and lastly carvings, of which only one example was recorded. Of particular 

note however is the high percentage of extensive marking sequences found amongst 

the Victory assemblage as compared to those more limited examples witnessed among 

the earlier assemblages. The different types of timber marks identified above all 

appear on timbers from HMS Victory. 

 

The distribution of timber marks on HMS Victory and the types of timbers upon 

which they appear 

As is the case with many historic vessels that have enjoyed a long service life, the 

quantity and location of surviving ship timber marks tend towards the lower parts of 

the structure of the vessel, although marks do occur less frequently on timbers from 

the upper parts (particularly with marks found on framing). This can be explained due 

to a number of reasons; the more frequent repairs of many timber components from 

the upper works of the ship; the survival of marks on the lower works due to the lack 

of dressing off of timbers and excessive paint layers not subject to the aesthetic 

requirements of the upper decks, particularly in the stern. The corpus of evidence 

recorded to date deals exclusively with that gained from the survey of the arisings. 

The future detailed survey of the marks located in situ onboard the Victory indicates 

the need for further investigation. 

 

Of the 490 timber fragments or arisings recorded during the survey, 158 contained 

evidence of timber marks, comprising approximately 32% of the total assemblage. 

Many of these were particularly fragmentary and as such contribute little towards 

subsequent analysis and interpretation. Despite this, the corpus of information gained 
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has significantly increased our general understanding of timber marks and their place 

in the working practices of the Royal Dockyards and also within the history of Victory 

in particular. The main component types have been divided into deck timbers, hull 

timbers, internal structures and planking (both internal and external). The following 

Table presents a quantitative rundown of those timber component types that reveal 

evidence of timber marks. 

 

STRUCTURE TYPE NO. NUMBER OF INDIVIDUAL STRUCTURAL 

COMPONENTS 

Hull Framing 50 Futtocks, anchor pieces & top timbers  

Total 50  

Deck structure  8 Deck beams 

Deck structure  17 Carlings &Ledges 

Knees  19 Hanging knee & Lodging knee  

Total 50  

Hull & Deck planking 2 Hull planking & deck planking 

Total 2  

Internal strengthening 17 Inner lining  

Total 17  

Unidentified fragments 39  

Total 39  

Grand Total 158  

 

Table 8.2 The number of component types on Victory containing timber marks 

 

The assemblage and the different types of marks 

 

Carved marks  

Only one timber revealed fragmentary evidence of carved marks (Timber No. 297). 

This mark comprised the capital letter L with serifs, and a further fragment of either a 

letter or a number. Despite the fragmentary nature of the mark, the carving was 

particularly well finished, indicating the skill of the shipwright. The mark was 

discovered on the end grain of a deck beam from the upper decks of the ship, possibly 

the quarter deck or forecastle, similar in nature to the carvings discovered on the end 

grain of a deck beam from the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham (Plate 8.11). 
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Stamps  

A number of stamps were noted on a total of six separate timber components. These 

stamps highlight similarities with those stamps discovered on the ship timbers from 

the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham.  The stamps appeared both on the end grain and 

side surfaces of timbers from the framing, deck structure and inner lining of the ship. 

The most common stamp type identified was the capital letters RMD – the D being 

placed below and in the middle of the R and M, forming a triangular arrangement. It 

is quite possible that the initials on this stamp refer to those of Richard Mosebury, the 

Timber Master at Portsmouth between 1801 and 1824. This is confirmed further with 

the discovery that his middle initial was D, thus supporting the presence of the D in 

the stamp. Other examples of similar stamps with letters include RM (possibly also 

Richard Mosebury), YC and AS. In addition, stamps also included a number of 

Arabic numerals and two forms of the broad arrow. In this instance, many of these 

marks appeared on the same timber accompanied by rase marks (Timber No. 99 – 

carling from the orlop deck; Timber No. 219 – inner lining; Timber No. 417 – futtock; 

Timber No. 405 – inner lining), of which more will be discussed below.  

 

The most significant discovery in this respect was the stamps discovered on the end 

grain of a deck carling from the orlop deck (Timber No. 99). The stamped marks 

included RMD, YC, two styles of broad arrow, the numbers 1986, 184, and the mark 

M5. Also marked on the same end grain was the rase mark comprising a number 5 

(V) in Roman numerals with a broad arrow. The orientation of the marks is also 

interesting, where the RMD and broad arrow appear on an axis at 180 degrees to the 

YC and the second broad arrow type, and at roughly 90 degrees to the suite of 

numerals and the rase mark. This clearly indicates that the marks represent different 

marking episodes within the working processes of the dockyard, the implications of 

which will be discussed below. What is apparent is that the same information 

provided on the end grain of the timber also appears as rase marks on the side face of 

the timber (eg. Part of the 1986, the full 1814, the YC and the V (5) with the broad 

arrow). This shows a clear example of the marking of the same information using two 

marking techniques (Figure 8.5). 
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The discovery of a suite (five in total) of AS stamps on a futtock (Timber No. 417) 

component is also interesting (Plate 8.12). This stamp shares the same initials and 

arrangement as the AS stamp discovered on a number of frame components among 

the ship timbers at the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham. Differences observed in the 

style of the stamp however (the mark at Chatham has serifs while that on the Victory 

does not) indicate that the stamps do not share the same provenance. Indeed, the date 

at which the stamps were placed on the timbers may be decades apart. The 

implications of this discovery are perhaps crucial to the understanding of the purpose 

of the mark and how it relates to the working processes and the individuals involved 

(see discussion below). The orientation of the marks in relation to that of the paint 

drips on the timber suggest that the stamps were placed on the timber once the timber 

was in situ on the vessel. Similar examples were encountered on Timber No. 219 and 

405. Both are sections of inner lining and illustrate several RMD stamps associated 

with rase marks, and in the case of Timber 405, a broad arrow (Plate 8.13). The size 

and style of these stamps seem to be the same as those noted on Timber No. 99, and 

are therefore probably marked by the same individual or at least from the same stamp 

and period of marking. It is also perhaps no coincidence that three of the four 

assemblages indicate a group of five stamps hammered in close proximity, and on the 

same axis, where the stamps on Timber No. 405 may be incomplete due to the 

fragmentary nature of the timber since the removal from the ship. This observation 

suggests that there is a pattern in relation to the way in which the stamps are applied 

to many timbers, either by an individual or in concordance with a directive regarding 

the way in which timbers are to be stamped. 

 

Rase marks  

Similar to the other main assemblages already discussed, rase marks are by far the 

best represented in the assemblage of timber marks on Victory. A total of 155 marks 

were recorded, of which almost one third are comprehensive enough to help aid with 

analysis and interpretation. The range of marks is quite extensive, highlighting a 

number of mark types and styles ranging over a long period. Types of mark content 

include letters, both upper and lower case; numerals, both Roman and Arabic; 

sequences of plain language; and a number of symbols relating in most cases to marks 

connected with the shipbuilding process. In the following discussion a number of 

examples will be presented to best illustrate the nature of the marks as witnessed on 
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different timber components, many of which are extensive and highlight a great deal 

of different types of information during different marking episodes. 

 

The standard ‘syntax’ 

The most common occurrence within the assemblage of rase marks is the ‘syntax’ or 

common marking format introduced with the new management measures and the 

Timber Masters at the beginning of the 19
th

 century. Examples of the ‘syntax’ have 

already been introduced in earlier examples, notably at the Master Shipwright’s 

House at Deptford and the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham. In this instance, only the 

examples from Chatham highlight the survival of the ‘syntax’ on ship timber 

components. The form of the ‘syntax’ as noted on the timbers from Victory are 

essentially the same as those recorded from elsewhere, although it is suggested that 

differences, albeit negligible, can be recognised, possibly as a consequence of diverse 

marking practices at different yards.  

 

Complete or almost complete examples of the ‘syntax’ are noted on a variety of ship 

components, including hull framing, deck structures, knees and a breast-hook. Further 

fragmentary examples were noted, along with those that had been altered or obscured 

during crossing out or the extraction of the timbers from the vessel. The best 

examples appear on deck carlings from the orlop deck (given the dimensions and the 

details noted on the timbers eg. single bevelled margin). Let us begin with a complete 

example of the ‘syntax’ noted on Timber No. 113 (Figure 8.6). The marks include the 

following:- 

  

No 3351 x 1814 x ∧ ∧ (broad arrow) YC ? G ? 

 

Unlike the example noted at the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham, there is no letter at 

the beginning of the sequence. The next three stages however are similar in that they 

convey a standard set of information. The No. 3351 relates to the distinguishing or 

progressive number followed by a break - noted as a cross (similar to Chatham). The 

1814 relates to the date at which the timber article was received into the Yard, 

followed by another break. The inverted V (5) in Roman numerals relates to the 

contents (cubic content in feet) of the timber, followed by the usual broad arrow. This 

is followed by the capital letters YC, another undecipherable letter, the capital letter 
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G and another unknown letter. The YC are almost certainly initials, although the 

remainder of the sequence is difficult to interpret. What is apparent is that numerous 

examples of the letters YC within the syntax (sometimes appearing alone) and the 

remainder of the sequence which is difficult to decipher appear on a number of 

examples within the assemblage. These letters within the syntax do not appear in 

assemblages from elsewhere and therefore suggests that these marks relate to 

practices and information solely in connection with the system at Portsmouth. 

 

The second carling (Timber No. 122) highlighting the complete ‘syntax’ sequence is 

very similar to the example above, both in content and the style of the markings. The 

mark illustrates the following:- 

 

SW (57cm from the main syntax) No 1096 x 1814 x GUN ∧ (broad arrow) YC 

 

In this example, differences are noted in the number 1096, which highlights a 

different distinguishing or progressive number for the timber article. The date of 

receipt is the same at 1814. The letters GUN possibly relate to the abbreviated word 

for GUN deck, although the timber was employed within the orlop deck. This can 

possibly be explained due to the similar scantlings of gun deck and orlop deck 

carlings and may therefore have been used for this purpose as an afterthought whilst 

building the component into the vessel. The letters YC are similar again to those 

noted on the example above (Figure 8.7). 

 

Perhaps the most important assemblage of marks in relation to the ‘syntax’ are those 

already introduced above that appear on Timber No. 99 which is also a deck carling 

from the orlop. The rase mark includes the following:- 

  

Carling (partly cut out)  986 (partly cut out) 1814 (partly cut out) YC ∧ (inverted 5) ∧ 

(broad arrow) WC 

 

Although parts of these marks have been cut out during the cutting of the checks on 

the side faces of the timber, it is still possible to recognise the basic format of the 

‘syntax’. The discovery of the stamps on the end grain of this timber also helps to 

translate these reduced marks. Apart from the distinguishing number, the basic 
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information is the same. The date for the timber is 1814 similar to the other two 

examples noted above, as is the inverted 5 in Roman numerals. This is particularly 

prevalent in supporting the interpretation of this mark as pertaining to the cubic 

contents in square feet of both timbers. This is also supported by the almost exact 

similarities in the dimensions or scantlings of the two components which are 

undoubtedly from the same area of the orlop deck. The letters YC are also represented 

and the further capital letters SW, more than likely the initials of an artisan. Also of 

interest is the presence of the word Carling in plain language, indicating the type of 

ship component the timber represents. This is perhaps the first example of such a 

mark yet to be presented on a ship timber (Figure 8.5). 

 

Component types indicated with plain language 

The evidence for timber marks containing plain language within the assemblage is 

interesting as we perhaps witness an indication of increased literacy within the 

workforce. Plain language information is presented in a number of situations, 

indicating different forms of information.  The example above indicated the type of 

ship timber component upon which it was marked, in this case a deck carling. Further 

examples of this nature were noted on several timbers throughout the assemblage. Of 

those marks that highlighted full words as opposed to abbreviations, these include 

Timber No. 215 that represents an anchor piece. The word peice (piece) was inscribed 

on a side surface of the timber. The lower case letters seem to form the second word 

for ‘anchor piece’. The incorrect spelling of the word is perhaps indicative of the 

transitional nature of the increasing literacy within the workforce during this period, 

or alternatively just someone who was bad at spelling (Figure 8.8). Another fine 

example occurred on a piece of cant frame (Timber No. 316 -probably from the bow) 

and revealed the words Victory Cantling post. The words ‘cantling post’ clearly 

indicate the type of timber represented, while ‘Victory’ denotes the name of the vessel 

(Figure 8.9). 

 

Marks connected with the shipbuilding process 

A large part of the function of the rase marks on ship timbers is to help establish a 

chain of information that is readily disseminated to the workforce, particularly for 

those shipwrights at the building ways who need to know where particular 

components are destined in the vessel. Many marks therefore relate to the 
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shipbuilding process, usually comprising the names of the components in question 

and the position they are to be placed on the vessel. This information is presented in a 

number of forms, either in full words, abbreviated words, or single letters, numerals 

or symbols. In many cases, the marks on any one timber article contain all of these 

forms of marks, and usually in connection with other forms of marks such as the 

standard ‘syntax’. Of note is the apparent use of stamps as well as rase marks in such 

situations. An example of the use of stamps to indicate the location of a timber 

component on a vessel is illustrated among the suite of stamps noted on the end grain 

of Timber No. 99. The mark M5, noted above, perhaps indicates the position of the 

carling on the orlop deck, in this case the Middle tier adjacent to beam number 5. This 

suggestion is supported by the known location of this timber before being removed 

from Victory during restoration (Figure 8.6). 

 

Examples of full, plain language marks relating to component types have been 

highlighted above. Further examples which also include the addition of abbreviated 

words include those noted on a frame timber from the bow area near the Grand 

Magazine. This mark was noted during the inspection of the hull after bomb damage 

during the Second World War. The mark includes the words Double Futk S Bow 

Victory. The mark is fairly crude, indicated by the use of the same mark type for the 

b and the l in the word ‘double’. The letters Futk form the abbreviation for futtock, 

followed by the S for starboard and Bow Victory. The full mark therefore reads 

‘Double Futtock Starboard Bow Victory’, giving clear instructions to the shipwrights 

where the timber is destined in the vessel.  

 

An example of a mark that contains abbreviated words and letters in addition to full 

words was found on another piece of framing, this time a top timber (Timber No. 

407). The mark reads ory TT L Bow I Procter. In this instance the end of the word 

Victory is followed by TT, the letters for Top Timber; the letter L and the word Bow 

for Larboard Bow; followed by the name of the shipwright who wrote the mark, I 

Procter (Figure 8.10). The TT for top timber is also noted on a number of top timbers 

elsewhere within the assemblage (eg. Timber No. 443, 381, 231). A similar mark to 

that above was noted on Timber No. 443. The difference with this mark was the 

absence of any full words, and the presence of Roman numerals. The marks include 

TT S with an inverted V with a x inside, followed by the number 20.  The TT refers 
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to the component type as above (top timber) and the S indicates the Starboard side; 

the inverted V with the cross inside denotes the number 15 in Roman numerals, 

probably indicating station or frame number 15 in the vessel. The number 20 refers to 

the date, 1820. Hence, the timber is a top timber from the starboard side at frame or 

station number 15 dating to 1820 (Figure 8.11). Further examples of marks of this 

nature also appear on further frame components, in particular the use of Roman 

numerals to denote the position of the timber in the hull. Timber No. 231 contains the 

TT denoting a top timber and the mark No. X. This suggests that the timber is placed 

at station or frame position number ten. In addition, Timber No. 82 highlights a much 

shorter mark which reads S XII, suggesting that this futtock is positioned on the 

starboard side at position twelve (Figure 8.12). Of interest is an additional mark that 

follows the S XII that gives the capital letters FO. This type of mark possibly 

indicates that the timber is located in the forward part of the vessel, supported by 

further examples from Timber No. 408. In some cases it is also possible to identify 

the use of symbols to denote a particular timber component. An example of this 

includes a kind of ‘hooked’ symbol, almost like a fishing hook. This symbol appears 

before the word ‘piece’ on Timber No. 215. As this timber component represents an 

anchor piece from a frame it is possible that the symbol is used to identify the word 

‘anchor’, hence ‘anchor piece’ (Figure 8.8). 

 

The examples noted above have shown marks that indicate the position of the timber 

in the hull using Roman numerals. In addition to this technique of marking, a number 

of timbers also reveal the use of Arabic numerals that are also likely to indicate the 

position of the component in the ship. These marks appear on two frame components, 

in this case futtocks (Timber No. 383 and 448), and a lodging knee (Timber No. 206 – 

probably middle deck, given single chamfer on moulded margin). Timber No. 383 

reveals the mark No. 13 (Figure 8.13) and Timber No. 448 denotes No. 16. In this 

instance it is suggested that these timbers have come from position 13 and 16 in the 

hull, possibly located close together and dismantled during the same phase of 

restoration. Timber No. 206 illustrates a mark that reads No. 19, again from position 

number 19 in the vessel. As this mark is found on a lodging knee, it is possible that 

the position number relates to a beam position ie. Beam number 19 and not that of a 

frame or station. 
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The location numbers in relation to the position of the timber on the vessel and the 

ship draughts 

The marks discussed above indicate the use of both Roman numerals and Arabic 

numerals to denote the position of timber components within the hull. Further 

evidence however suggests that letters may also be linked to the position of the timber 

within the hull. The letter S appears on an anchor piece from the hull framing (Timber 

No. 363) and appears separate from the other marks noted on the timber. In addition, 

the letter E is also noted on a segment of futtock and a further anchor piece (Timber 

No. 216 and 215 respectively). What is interesting in this case is that the letter E is 

clearly of a similar style on both timbers. In this instance it could be the case that both 

timbers belong to a frame bend from station E as identified from the ship draught. The 

same can be suggested for the letter S, indicating that the anchor piece belongs to a 

frame at station S. If this is the case, then the timbers noted here and those above 

come from locations both towards the bow and just aft of midships (see description of 

ships draughts in Chapter 3).  

 

Names, both of the vessel and of the shipwrights 

The rase marks among the assemblage, such as that noted above, indicate the first 

time that we see the name of a vessel (Victory) rased on a large percentage of the 

timbers. This practice has only been observed once before, with the name Donegal 

rased on a dislocated, re-used ship timber in the Mould Loft at Chatham. The practice 

of marking the name of the vessel on the timber was to indicate to which vessel the 

timber article was destined. This was particularly important if there were a large 

number of vessels or works carrying on at the dockyard at the same time. The aim 

was to avoid confusion among the shipwrights when moving the timber from one 

location to another, for example from the storage berths to the requisite building way. 

In addition to the name of the vessel, names of individual shipwrights are also 

represented among the timber assemblage. While examples have already intimated the 

initials of individual shipwrights or officers, other instances present names written in 

full, plain language. Examples include the name ‘I Procter’ on Timber No. 407 

(Figure 8.10); the name ‘Hill’ on Timber No. 416 (Figure 8.11); and the name ‘R 

Sells’ on Timber No. 443 (Figure 8.12). Of interest is that all the marks appear on 

frame timbers and highlight similar styles of marking. It may be the case that the 

timbers may have all been marked during the same phase by different individuals. 
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Timber No. 443 also gives a date of 1820, possibly indicating a repair episode to 

Victory some time shortly after this date. The question as to the identity of these 

names is often difficult to establish. In the case of ‘R Sells’ however, the identity of 

the individual is intimated in a letter from Portsmouth to the Navy Board dated 19
th

 

April 1811. The letter gives reference to a Richard Sells employed as a Quarterman at 

the time. It is quite possible that he was still a Quarterman working under the Timber 

Master when the mark was made in 1820 (POR/D/29 19
th

 April 1811).   

 

Date 

We have already seen instances within the ‘syntax’ where dates are given, indicating 

the year that the timber articles were received into the yards. The primary date range 

represented on Victory spans the years 1811 to 1815. The possible presence of earlier 

marks is indicated by the date 1802 (Figure 8.15), and perhaps the only indication of 

an 18
th

 century timber from the arisings, with the date 1778 (Figure 8.16). These 

marks are perhaps significant as they represent marks that pre-date the Battle of 

Trafalgar and were therefore part of the hull during the Battle. Later marks are also 

present within the assemblage such as 1820, as we have already seen, and 1833. The 

marks indicating date are important in helping to determine which timbers represent 

the various repair and refit episodes prior to the restoration programme in 1922 (see 

below). They also help to establish relationships between marks, such as content and 

style.  

 

 Dimensions 

The rase marks on the arisings also show evidence for the marking of the dimensions 

of timber articles. These marks usually appear as Arabic numerals, not dissimilar to 

those noted on the planking from the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham (Chapter 7). In 

some cases the numerals also appear in brackets. An example of both instances with 

numerals and fractions and numerals in brackets appears on Timber No. 375. This 

fragment of inner lining revealed a (7) with the slightly obscured number 25 ½. The 

number in brackets relates to the thickness of the timber in inches, and the 25 ½ 

relates to the length of the timber in feet (CHA/K/28 p.28 19
th

 November 1816). 

Another example includes Timber No.s 242, 373, 403 (sawn pieces of a knee joined 

together during the investigation) that highlighted a 13 in brackets, intimating that the 

thickest part of the component was 13 inches (Figure 8.17). 
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Phases of marking episodes 

Many marks noted on the timber arisings clearly indicate marks that differ in style, 

gauge of rase mark (thickness), and in some cases the content of the information 

given.  In many cases it is also evident that earlier marks are ‘marked over’ during 

subsequent marking episodes. It is also possible to identify which direction the mark 

was inscribed, or the side of the timber at which the shipwright was standing when the 

mark was realised. Examples of this have already been highlighted with regard to 

separate marking episodes of stamps on the end grain of Timber No. 99 (Figure 8.5). 

This phenomenon is also evident among a number of rase marks within the 

assemblage. A simple example of this occurrence is found on Timber No. 215 (an 

anchor piece) which shows at least two marking episodes. The first episode includes 

most of the marks with the ‘syntax’ starting from the left, continuing with the 

‘anchor’ symbol and the word ‘piece’. The second minor marking episode appears 

with the letters R, I or T and the letter M. The first letter appears to be marked over 

the date (1811) of the syntax (Figure 8.8). It is also possible that the letter E to the 

right of the marking assemblage appears as a separate episode, maybe contemporary 

to the RM. This is recognised due to the different gauge or thickness of the mark left 

by the rase tool. A further example of separate marking episodes can also be seen 

from Timbers 242, 373 and 403 (3 segments of the same knee). What is clear in this 

case is that at least two episodes are evident. Both episodes face in opposite 

directions, suggesting that the shipwright who marked the timbers was facing in a 

different direction. One suite of marks also highlights a slight difference in the gauge 

of the rase tool used (Figure 8.17). 

 

Crossing out of marks 

Examples of the crossing out of race marks have been observed on a number of 

timbers. Examples for the crossing out of marks have already been noted earlier, such 

as the mark noted in the Mould Loft at Chatham. Of interest were a number of similar 

instances on the Victory arisings where marks had been clearly crossed out. Simple 

occasion when some marks within a sequence may be crossed out are noted on 

timbers such as Timber No. 102. This timber is a futtock, and the mark gives a clear 

indication of the standard ‘syntax’. This reads No 495 x 1811 x XIIIII (crossed out) ∧ 

(broad arrow) YC?G?. The Roman numerals have clearly been crossed out and an 
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amendment to the number (15) placed before the letter N at the beginning of the 

sequence. The additional mark appears as XIIII ∧ (broad arrow) and represents the 

number 14 in Roman numerals. The difference in the gauge of this mark compared to 

the rest indicates that this mark is a correction to the initial contents of the timber, 

being marked during a separate episode and changed to the number 14 instead of 15 

(Figure 8.18).  Timber No. 242, 373 and 403 (noted in the paragraph above) also 

highlights evidence for the crossing out of a number of marks. Similar to the example 

noted above on Timber No. 102, we see the crossing out of the ‘contents’ of the 

timber (possibly a 10 in Roman numerals) and the corrected number (11 in Roman 

numerals) placed above the former. In addition we also witness the crossing out of 

elements of the ‘syntax’, in this case the No 2451 and the date 1814. The reason for 

the crossing out of the elements of the ‘syntax’ is difficult to establish, although it is 

possible that the crossing out simply indicates errors in the original inscription made 

by the shipwright.  

 

Location guidelines and the marking out of timbers 

In many instances when investigating the timber arisings, inscribed lines were noted 

on the various faces of a number of timbers. The most common occurrence of this 

type included the presence of lines marked across the top surfaces of deck beams and 

the inner and outer surfaces of frame timbers. These marks provided location 

guidelines for the shipwrights when laying the deck planking over the deck beams and 

when planking up the interior and exterior of the hull. These guideline marks may 

also include evidence of the marking out of timbers (conversion indicators) for 

example, the cutting of scarph joints in beams and frames (Timber No. 243 – lower 

end of frame). Such modification may leave the original construction marks intact. 

Also location markers for the location of timbers attached to components such as 

planking on frames and deck beams. (eg. Timber 3 – section of frame (lower) with 

planking locators on the inner face, also Timber 21 – anchor piece with plank locator 

on outer face, planking location on top surface of beams eg. Timber 71 (similar to 

examples from the Wheelwright’s), marking out lines on futtocks eg. Timber 415). 

Location marks were noted 13 frame components, one beam and four sections of 

inner lining. 
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Modern marks on the timbers 

It is also the case that many timbers show evidence of modern marks made by the 

shipwrights working on the restoration; these include marks left with a black marker 

pen – shows continuation of timber marking in its modern form (egs. Timber 489 – 

beam shelf, mark is No 10 GPT). 

 

The marks as an archaeological analytical tool and how they relate to the service 

history of HMS Victory 

The work carried out on the Victory arisings has proved particularly fruitful with 

respect to the number of marks discovered and the information retrieved. The marks 

themselves represent a broad cross-section of marking types and have proven 

invaluable in helping to date many of the Victory timbers and the subsequent refit and 

repair episodes to which they belong. The marks identified both on board Victory and 

on those arisings removed during restoration all relate to periods of repair and refit 

throughout the history of the ship. The following table gives the date and nature of the 

refits and repairs to Victory throughout her history. 
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DATE LOCATION NOTES 

1778 Plymouth After action of Ushant (repairs mainly to top hamper) 

 

1779 Portsmouth First short refit (Keppel replaced by Hardy) 

 

1780 Portsmouth Short refit, coppered for the first time  

 

1782 Portsmouth Howe takes over; action off Cape Spartel following relief of 

Gibraltar; slight damage to hull (1
st
 mention of repairs to the 

hull) 

1782-3 Portsmouth Refit; ship afloat for 17 years, therefore requiring a fair degree 

of work to the hull 

1782-87 Portsmouth In ordinary; possible ‘annual trimming’ requiring some work to 

hull 

1787-88 Portsmouth Large repair; 22 years since launch therefore much of cost 

probably structural; returned to ordinary 

1797 Chatham Fitted as a hospital ship, remained so until 1799 

1800-03 Chatham Middling repair, became reconstruction. Built with ‘closed’ 

stern 

1805  Gibraltar / 

Portsmouth 

Short refit at Portsmouth; then Trafalgar; repairs at Gibraltar; 

then temporary repairs at Portsmouth 

1808 Portsmouth Docked on return from Baltic – repairs 

1811 Portsmouth Some repairs  

1812 Portsmouth Short refit  

1814-16 Portsmouth Middling repair leads to large reconstruction. This repair 

resulted in her current form 

1823 Portsmouth Docked and fitted as guard ship 

1824 Portsmouth Fitted as Port Admirals flagship 

1830 Portsmouth Placed in ordinary 

1857 Portsmouth Developed defects over a long period in harbour service – 

docked for repairs 

1887 Portsmouth Emergency repair to a leak  

 

 

Table 8.3 The date and nature of the refits and repairs to Victory 

(Information collated from Bugler 1966; McGowan 1999; McKay 1987) 
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18
th

 century evidence 

Although it is accepted that much of the timber from Victory dates to the 19
th

 century 

and the later restoration, it is quite possible that one timber component within the 

arisings may well date to the early history of the vessel in the 18
th

 century. The 

possible abbreviated 1778 (78) date mark on Timber No. 224 gives an interesting 

indication as to when the timber may have been built into the hull of Victory. The 

capital letter P, before the number 78 may also indicate that the timber was received 

into Portsmouth Dockyard. If it is assumed that the date refers to the year that the 

timber article was delivered into Portsmouth Dockyard, then cross-referencing the 

date with a repair episode sometime after 1778 gives interesting results. It may be the 

case therefore that this top timber from the framing of Victory may represent the 

remains of one of the repairs and refit episodes noted above. The repairs to Victory 

after the action off Ushant at Portsmouth in 1778 required repairs to the upper works 

of the ship. This may well tally with the Timber No. 224 which represents a top 

timber from the top of the hull framing. It may also be the case that the timber was 

provided for the large repair that took place at Portsmouth in 1787-88. This is possible 

as many timber articles can remain in storage for several years after the receipt into 

the dockyard.   

 

Pre-Trafalgar markings 

It is possible that one mark recorded from the arisings (1802 – Timber No. 363 – 

anchor piece from frame) dates to the 1800-03 reconstruction at Chatham. This 

perhaps provides rare evidence of surviving hull components from the 18
th

 century 

and the pre-Trafalgar campaign. Indeed, the scale of the work undertaken and the 

large number of timber components likely to have been replaced make the possibility 

for the survival of timbers from the 1800-03 reconstruction more likely. The work, 

originally costed at £25,500 was increased to £70,000 in light of the work required 

and the introduction of new features, such as the ‘closed’ stern, replacing the original 

stern galleries (McGowan 1999: 20). 

 

Post-Trafalgar markings 

A number of marks reveal the dates 1807 and 1809, possibly indicating timber 

components connected with the minor repairs carried out in 1809 and 1811. However, 

the majority of the marks that survive on Victory and the dislocated arisings during 
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the ongoing restoration relate to the 1814-16 reconstruction. Nearly all the marks are 

located on deck structures from the lower decks, in particular the orlop (also referred 

to in Goodwin 1998: 120). Further dates on the timbers may well relate to repairs and 

refits after the 1814-16 reconstruction, such as the date 1820 and relating to the fitting 

out of Victory as a Guardship in 1823. Subsequent dates such as 1830 have also been 

noted and probably relate to a more recent repair. 

 

The meanings of the timber marks and their relationship with the management 

of timber and dockyard working practices 

The general characteristics of the marks and the types of information that they convey 

have been highlighted above. What seems apparent is that the function of the marks 

relate to different stages of timber management – supported by a number of marking 

episodes on many timbers - and the movement of the timber articles through the 

dockyard. The marks are therefore created during the different working processes 

inherent in each stage of management. In some instances, it is also clear that many 

marks while comprising information that contain reference to the building process, are 

likely to have been placed on the timber articles prior to the building of a vessel 

during a management stage. The following highlights the various episodes in which 

timber might be marked within the several stages of timber management and working 

practices within the dockyard. 

 

Survey/viewing of timber 

Evidence for marks of this nature among the arisings appears to be scarce, probably 

due to the subsequent conversion of timber articles and the cutting or dubbing out of 

marks during later processes. It is also possible that many of the stamps placed on 

timbers relate to this phase. Timber Number 99 perhaps provides several phases of 

marking, implied in the reference to the stamping and rasing of logs by the Purveyor 

in the initial stages and later marking episodes by officers such as the Timber Master 

(CHA/K/28 p.28 19
th

 November 1816). Of interest is the contemporaneity of this 

reference and archaeological evidence, being very close together in date. It is 

probably the case however, in the case of rase marks, that many marks from this stage 

of the process will probably have been cut or dubbed out at the receipt, or later during 

the conversion process. 
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Receipt 

Evidence for the marking of timber within this process can be identified on many of 

the timbers from the arisings, for example Timber Number 99. Indeed, one reference 

to the marking of timber by the Timber Master at Chatham shows striking similarities 

to the marks noted on this timber (CHA/K/28 p.28 19
th

 November 1816). 

Furthermore, the date of this reference is only two years after the 1814 date witnessed 

on this carling. The directive continues: 

 

 “with reference to our general warrant dated the 9
th

 instant, we acquaint you for 

your guidance in receiving the goods belonging to Messrs Jolly, that the TM who 

have surveyed the same have reported that they have marked the ends of each piece of 

oak thickstuff, plank and deck deal with the initials IWD by means of a hammer, and 

rased out the middle of each piece similar letters, together with the length, breadth, 

thickness, progressive number, and contents, as described on the other side, by which 

every piece may be identified…” 

 

 

  I W D 
        end 

  No 224                       IWD               11½ breadth 

 Length 36¼                    X                 (6) thickness 

                                                         Contents XIII 

   

   I W D 
       end                        

(As copied from the manuscript drawing) 

 

Measurement 

Some of the dimensions placed on the timbers during measurement may survive, for 

example the contents of the timber article indicated by the Roman numerals towards 

the end of the standard ‘syntax’ (some crossing out of contents noted on the timbers 

may indicate a mistake or re-measurement by one of the measurers during this stage 

of the process). Some stamps may be indicative of marks left on the timbers by 

Quartermen or Measurers who inspected the shipwrights work done by the piece (job 

work). This is usually indicated by the marks placed on the timbers when in situ 

during construction (eg. Timber Number 219 & 405). 

 

Storage and selection 

Evidence for the marking of timber during this stage is not always easily identified, 

although at least one example among the arisings does seem to relate to this process. 

The stamps noted on the end grain of Timber No. 99 appear to offer such an example, 

indicating the ‘syntax’ details requisite for the accounting of the article and the 

component type represented. The placing of these marks on the end grain also makes 
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it possible for shipwrights when collecting the timber from the storage piles to easily 

identify the correct piece for use. 

 

Moulding & conversion 

Cutting out marks evident on a number of timbers, particularly frame components. 

These marks were originally applied by the converters preparing futtocks from 

moulds received from the lofting floor. These futtocks were then sent to the current 

use cabins and building ways for assembly in the ship, where they were finally fitted 

by a new team of shipwrights who may have to modify the scarphs somewhat to suit 

the immediate circumstances of the task in hand.  

 

Use, return and re-use 

This stage of the process is signified by marks that relate to the building process in 

helping shipwrights understand where particular components are placed in the vessel. 

Also, some evidence where timber components such as deck timbers have had checks 

cut into the side faces while at the building ways have resulted in the cutting out of 

marks, highlight marks that relate to working stages preceding the point at which 

timbers are delivered to the slips (eg. Timber No. 99). Further evidence for marks that 

relate to this stage include the marking of timbers with location guidelines to show 

where adjoining timbers such as planking are to join other components such as deck 

beams and frame components (planking lines on beams and futtocks). Evidence for 

the return and re-use of timber components is perhaps highlighted in some examples 

of the crossing out of timber marks noted among the arisings.  

 

Evidence of timber marks in the structures and buildings of Portsmouth 

Dockyard 

The investigation of a number of dockyard buildings at the historic dockyard at 

Portsmouth has revealed evidence for a number of timber marks noted where the 

constituent components have been visible for inspection. These marks noted on the 

timber fabric of these structures offer comparisons to the marks evident on the 

structural elements of HMS Victory discussed above. Similar to earlier examples such 

as the Master Shipwrights House at Deptford and the Wheelwright’s Shop at 

Chatham, the practice of marking timber articles for use within the structures of 

dockyard buildings was a widespread phenomenon. Although the examples noted 
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below do not form the content of any extensive study, observations noted during the 

Victory Ship Timber Project have provided interesting examples of this parallel 

practice out-with the shipbuilding and repair process. 

 

Basic marks, almost entirely representative of rase marks, were noted in a number of 

buildings, notably the magnificent Storehouses 8, 9 and 10 built between 1764 and 

1784, and the Hatchling House, also dating to this period. In this instance all the 

marks were noted on supporting pillars and floor joists and comprised very basic 

Roman numerals accompanied by the broad arrow or in many cases just the broad 

arrow to denote Government ownership (Figure 8.3). The relatively unmodified state 

of these timbers suggests that they represent standard squared timbers used as basic 

building components. The marks noted on these timbers are likely therefore to 

represent the basic contents of the timber articles marked and noted during the receipt 

and measurement of the timber upon delivery to the yard. Further to the examples 

discovered in the fabric of the storehouses, timber marks were also evident on a 

number of re-used ship planks, also comprising simple Roman numerals and the 

broad arrow. 

 

The most interesting marks were noted in the fabric of Boathouse Number 5 to the 

north of the current boat pond (previously a mast pond), and those discovered 

supporting the 1
st
 floor of Boathouse Number 6 adjoining the boat pond to the east. 

The latter building was constructed in the 1840s and represents a fine three storey 

building built of brick with iron pillars and floor supports (Coad 1989: 145-148). 

Despite the scarcity of timber floor supports, two examples revealed the remains of 

two particularly fine examples of rase marks. These marks are significant in that they 

represent such marks dating to the middle of the 19
th

 century. The first was discovered 

on a joist above the access stairs to the first floor towards the front of the building. 

The mark highlights the standard ‘syntax’, reading No 707 x 1853 (with a crossed out 

symbol) YC and three further symbols, possibly a form of Roman numeral. What is 

interesting is the clear difference in the size, style and legibility compared to those 

examples noted from the arisings above. The date is also interesting as it suggests that 

the timber was placed in the building possibly as an afterthought shortly after the 

building was constructed. The second mark was also discovered on one of the floor 

joists in the bay adjacent to the previous example. This mark is of a similar style and 
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content although the letters Tim form the abbreviation as part of the Timber number 

noted at the beginning of the ‘syntax’. Of particular interest however was the presence 

of four stamps comprising the letter A with a smaller S underneath. This mark is 

exactly the same as the mark noted on Timber No. 417 from the arisings and the AS 

stamp discovered on the ship timber beneath the floor at the Wheelwright’s Shop at 

Chatham. The implications of this discovery suggest that the mark is probably a 

standard stamp used to indicate a dockyard official inspecting the timber after 

conversion, and not that of an individual shipwright. This clearly illustrates the 

common use of this particular mark over several decades at different yards. 

 

Conclusion 

The evidence of timber marks from HMS Victory is particularly significant, not only 

because of the distinguished history of Victory but also because of the extent and 

diversity highlighted by the survival of the assemblage of timber marks within a 

known vessel that is still intact. The Victory assemblage also presents the largest 

corpus of marks noted within a ship timber assemblage discussed so far. The diversity 

of the marks offers examples of all the mark types and the broadest representation of 

marks on a number of different types of ship timber components. The content (and 

extent of content) and stylistic traits of the timber marks also present developments on 

those discussed in the previous chapters. We witness the continued development of 

marks from the more simple marks noted earlier to more comprehensive evidence of 

marks containing ‘plain’ language, likely to be indicative of improvements in the 

levels of numeracy and literacy in the Royal Dockyards. The evidence witnessed on 

Victory represents tangible evidence of the development in timber marking, from the 

more simplistic marks of the 18
th

 century era to the marks representative of the 

systems put in place to increase the control in the management of timber in the Royal 

Dockyards at the beginning of the 19
th

 century. 
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   CHAPTER 9 – HMS Unicorn 

 

The last chapter identified an extensive corpus of timber marks from HMS Victory, a 

vessel with a distinguished history and a long service life. While Victory was 

constructed at Chatham and underwent a large repair at the yard between 1802 and 

1803, most of the surviving hull timbers relate to repair and refit episodes at 

Portsmouth Dockyard from the first quarter of the 19
th

 century. The extensive 

assemblage of timber marks therefore relate to a number of these repair and refit 

episodes, in many cases making it more difficult to pin down the relationships 

between the marks and the timbers upon which they are found. In contrast, the timber 

marks discovered on HMS Unicorn represent a single episode, this being the 

construction of the vessel at Chatham between 1819 and 1824. The Unicorn as found 

to this day therefore offers a unique research tool in helping to understand a corpus of 

marks belonging to this single episode. Essentially, all the marks discovered to date 

all highlight this one episode, and as shall become clear, offer unparalleled research 

opportunities for the study of timber marks and how they relate to the management of 

timber and the shipbuilding process at the Royal Dockyards in the early 19
th

 century. 

What is also central to the study of the timber marks on Unicorn is the presentation of 

marks that illustrate the evolution in the characteristics of the marks, both in terms of 

style and legibility. Thus, the study presents the zenith in timber marking within the 

Royal Dockyards in the Age of Sail. 

 

History of the Unicorn 

The Unicorn was one of four vessels ordered to be built at Chatham from 1818. The 

Unicorn, along with her sister ships, Thames, Diana and Mermaid comprised a 

common class of vessel built for the navy at this time, this being the 46 gun heavy 

frigate. The Leda Class (46), to which these vessels belong was an adaptation and 

progression on the Leda Class (38), a type of frigate based on the Hebe (38), a French 

frigate captured in 1782. This Sané designed vessel was the basis for the development 

of the French 40 gun frigate, so it is of little wonder that the Royal Navy was to do the 

same with the Leda Class, a prototype of the largest class of frigate ever made for the 

Royal Navy (Gardiner, 1994: 55). 
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On the 2
nd

 May 1818 preparations were being made to build a number of 46 gun 

frigates, four of which were to be built at Chatham. In the same year a letter was sent 

from the Navy Board to the Yard stating that a ‘scheme of scantlings’ for Mermaid, 

Thames and Unicorn were being sent, and that the officers were to provide timber for 

the frames, to be converted, laid apart and covered. The frames were not to be set up 

without further directions from the Navy Board (CHA / K / 29 2
nd

 May 1818 p.209). 

On the 16
th

 May further correspondence notified the officers at Chatham that 

drawings of the disposition of the frame and sections for building the Mermaid, 

Thames and Unicorn were also being provided (CHA / K / 29 16
th

 May 1818 p.240). 

Two years later in 1820 the estimates were issued by the Navy Board for the years 

work at Chatham. Included in the estimates was the order to complete the frigates 

Diana and Latona then building on Slip No. 4 and 5 respectively (Figure 9.1). 

Preparations were also to be made to ‘Set her [Unicorn & Thames] up in frame in part 

and proceed with providing other materials (ADM 106 / 1824 17
th

 September 1820). 

Due to the peacetime establishment at the yards during this period, the Unicorn 

progressed at a fairly leisurely pace, and was launched on the 31
st
 March 1824, seven 

months after the Thames which was started at the same time (ADM 106 / 1828 31
st
 

March 1824; ADM 106 / 1827 21
st
 August 1823).  

 

The period of protracted peace at this time negated the need for a large number of 

vessels in service and so the Unicorn was immediately roofed over and placed in 

ordinary (reserve) on the Medway. In 1857 the Unicorn was sent to Woolwich to be 

employed as a powder hulk, remaining as such until 1862 when she was returned to 

Sheerness at the mouth of the Medway to be placed once again in ordinary. As 

Unicorn had never been subjected to the rigours of sea service, she remained in 

excellent condition. As a result, in 1873 Unicorn was towed to Dundee to be 

converted into a drill ship for the Royal Naval Reserve, replacing HMS Brilliant 

which was moved to Inverness. Unicorn played a quiet but important role as the area 

Headquarters of the Senior Naval Officer, Dundee during both World Wars. The 

Unicorn was originally berthed in Earl Grey Dock, now filled in, and situated 

underneath the present north landfall of the Tay Road Bridge. In 1961, with 

preparations for the new bridge, plans were presented for the breaking up of Unicorn. 

After much outcry however, plans to decommission Unicorn were abandoned 

whereupon she was moved to Victoria Dock down river. After the Second World War 
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the two reserves were combined and in 1967 work started on the new Tay Division 

RNR shore Headquarters. The Unicorn, once again came under threat as she was no 

longer needed as a base for the Naval Reserve. Thus, in 1968 plans were presented for 

the foundation of the Unicorn Preservation Society and towards the end of the same 

year the Duke of Edinburgh accepted Unicorn from the Navy on behalf of the Society 

(Figure 9.2; Plate 9.1, 9.2 and 9.3)(Stewart undated).   

  

Robert Seppings and the design of HMS Unicorn 

The significance of the Unicorn lies predominantly in her design and construction 

attributes which endeavoured to improve upon the traditional methods of ship 

construction witnessed in the examples noted earlier, particularly on Victory. The 

individual responsible for these revolutionary improvements in ship design and 

construction was Sir Robert Seppings (Surveyor of the Navy 1813-1832). Despite 

continued opposition to innovation displayed by many members of the naval 

establishment, he was able to introduce important improvements. These 

improvements were primarily concerned with finding means in which the strength of 

the hull of a vessel could be increased while negating the need to use vast quantities 

of large timber, which was expensive and bulky (Packard 1978). In addition, Seppings 

developed an improved design on the traditional arrangements of the ‘square’ stern of 

a vessel. The several innovations introduced by Seppings can be noted throughout the 

hull of Unicorn. 

 

With the scarcity of timber during the Napoleonic Wars (1792-1815) suitable timber 

for many hull components was hard to come by. The increasing employment of iron 

in the construction of vessels provided a great alternative to the traditional use of 

wood for key structural components. This was particularly the case for the larger 

timber articles and the curved or ‘compass’ timber required for the manufacture of 

components such as hanging and lodging knees. Towards the end of the 18
th

 century 

innovative constructors such as Snodgrass and Roberts were to introduce the use of 

iron or combinations of wood and iron in the construction of vessels. Many variations 

of both the lodging and hanging knee were introduced. Indeed, by the 1790s it became 

more common for the wooden hanging knee (or chock as it became known) to be 

placed directly beneath the deck beam instead of to one side as previously practiced. 

The chock was bolted to the side of the vessel at which point the iron plate knee was 
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attached to the deck beam, the chock and the beam shelf (which was attached to the 

deck clamp and which ran along the length of the side of the vessel upon which the 

beam ends would sit). The size, shape and dimensions of the iron knees varied 

depending on which deck the knees were employed. The development of the Roberts 

iron plate knee had already been in use on naval vessels since the late 18
th

 century, as 

were variations such as the plate knee, iron knee and the iron forked knee (Goodwin 

1987: 78-90). The latter was further developed by Seppings resulting in the more 

substantial forked iron knee, among others, examples of which can be noted on 

Unicorn (Plate 9.4, 9.5 and 9.6).   

 

The system of framing observed on Unicorn illustrates a further innovation of Sir 

Robert Seppings and differs from the method previously employed, such as that 

witnessed on HMS Victory (Figure 9.3). Fincham (1850) describes the new system of 

framing as follows:- 

 

 “In addition to what has been stated of the combination of the different 

timbers which were brought on the inner surface of the frame of the ship, sir Robert 

Seppings introduced a new mode of combining the frame timbers themselves by 

having the heads and heels of these timbers square, with a circular coak in their ends 

instead of chocks in their heads and heels, as they had until 1818, when the new 

combination was ordered to be tried. This was done to diminish the number of small 

angular chocks, which without contributing to strength, promoted decay, by their 

surfaces shrinking, and openings being formed for the accumulation of filth and the 

growth of fungus.” (p204-5) 

 

Furthermore, the traditional method using futtocks with anchor pieces (or chocks) and 

scarphs required a greater quantity of large curved timber and numerous anchor 

pieces. The method described above was seen to be more beneficial, being quicker 

and easier to execute. The use of more futtocks (six instead of four) using smaller 

lengths of timber meant that the method was also more efficient in the expenditure of 

timber (Goodwin 1987: 14-22). Despite the inability to observe this method of 

framing on Unicorn, examples of sections of the heads of such frames were noted 

among the later insertions beneath the floor in the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham. 
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A further innovation of Seppings was the diagonal or ‘trussed’ frame. This method 

replaced the traditional use of strengthening the hull using floor and futtock riders. 

The technique involved the use of diagonal timber in three areas of the ship hull. The 

first involved the use of the diagonal components throughout the vessel between the 

beam shelf of the lower deck and the keelson. Secondly, they were placed between the 

beams of the gun deck, replacing the traditional carlings and ledges (not evident on 

Unicorn, probably because this method was replaced with the use of intermediate half 

beams). Lastly, timbers were also placed diagonally between the gun ports of the gun 

deck (Plate 9.7). The system was first used on HMS Tremendous (74) in 1811 and 

introduced fully in 1813 when Seppings replaced Sir William Rule as Surveyor. A 

further development upon this technique was the replacing of the wooden riders with 

iron components by 1820 (the period of construction of Unicorn) (Plate 9.8) 

(Goodwin 1987: 101-5). 

 

As mentioned above, the other major innovation introduced by Seppings was the 

round stern. Previously, the stern of naval vessels were inherently weak and open to 

the devastation of raking fire from enemy vessels, where the design of the structures 

occluded the ability to bring guns to bear and return fire. The devastating effect of 

these raking actions was all too visible to the dockyard workforce, who had to repair 

the shattered hulls after the various actions. This fact became clear to Seppings, who 

working at Chatham as Master Shipwright in 1805 witnessed the results of the Battle 

of Trafalgar first hand. The first experiment based on this design was used on HMS 

Namur when reduced to a 74 gun ship at Chatham in 1805. The development of the 

circular stern seemed to have gone through a transitional stage at the beginning of the 

19
th

 century. The full Seppings circular stern was introduced in 1817, with a 

construction similar to the rest of the hull framing and the introduction of two gun 

ports facing aft (Plate 9.9)(Goodwin 1987: 34-6).   

 

Although the innovations of Seppings do not have a direct relevance to timber marks, 

it is perhaps the consequence of these changes in ship technology that had a 

subsequent effect. 
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The timber marks on the Unicorn 

 

Methodology for the recording of the timber marks 

The survey and recording of the timber marks on the Unicorn presented a number of 

interesting challenges, mainly due to the sheer number of marks, the location and 

condition in which the marks survive, and the interpretative challenges that were to 

ensue. The Unicorn presented the need for a specific recording methodology, similar 

to that employed on HMS Victory, but in addition, sensitivity was given to the unique 

nature of the surviving evidence. As has already been established, the unparalleled 

research potential exhibited by the Unicorn has enabled the study of a Royal Naval 

vessel little changed from the day she was launched at Chatham in 1824. This fact in 

itself meant that surveying and recording strategies required a sensitive approach, not 

only with the tangible remains themselves but also in relation to appropriate research 

criteria. 

 

As the Unicorn represents an intact hull, little changed since her building, it became 

important to gain as much information as possible about the quantitative nature of the 

timber marks, for example how many marks were evident in certain areas of the ship, 

and did this have a bearing on analytical and interpretative conclusions. Spatial 

distribution was also important to consider, as was the location of the marks on the 

hull components themselves. The spatial analysis of the marks and the details 

obtained through the micro variables enabled a better understanding of the 

progressive nature of the construction of the vessel and allowed any possible 

relationships between groups of marks to be tested. 

 

In addition to the general picture presented by the marks, it was important to gain as 

complete a corpus of timber mark types as possible. This included the style and 

typological characteristics of the marks and the information that they conveyed. In 

addition, chronological characteristics of the marks were also considered, concerning 

the possible date, marking episode, and dockyard working practice in which the marks 

were realised. The distinction between those marks placed on the timbers prior to 

being assigned to the Unicorn and those connected with the construction of the vessel 

was also crucially important. In the course of the investigation, it became increasingly 
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apparent that the corpus of marks related to a wide range of phases of working 

throughout the working cycle of the timbers within the dockyard.  

 

Many of these criteria however were affected by the variable survival or identification 

of the marks in certain areas of the vessel. Despite this, a great deal of data was 

obtained. On completion of a general evaluation of the extent and condition of the 

surviving marks, an appropriate research strategy was established. As all the marks 

were in situ, it was decided that those discovered on the deck structures would be 

addressed first as these were the most accessible. Deck plans were compiled using 

information direct from the original Admiralty draughts. Plans were provided for the 

weather deck, gun deck, berthing deck and orlop. Working copies of the draughts 

were then used during the systematic survey of the deck structures. The position of 

timber marks noted on deck timbers were placed on the deck plan and annotated 

where necessary. Upon the completion of the initial survey further deck plans were 

produced and marked with the position and type of each timber mark. A simple colour 

code was used to identify the different mark types; red dots for carvings and blue dots 

for rase marks. 

 

Once the general survey had been completed, the timber marks were assessed for 

interpretative potential and representative samples were chosen for 1:1 tracing. This 

was done using clear plastic acetate sheets and permanent black marker pens. In 

addition to the tracings, a written record was also made using purpose designed pro 

forma record sheets. The written record aimed to provide a thorough description of 

characteristics and measurements concerning the marks themselves and the timbers 

upon which they were placed. This primary record would then provide the material 

for the ensuing analysis and interpretation. 

 

Further to the survey and recording of the deck structures, an investigation was also 

made of the futtocks from the hull. Although this was made difficult due to the intact 

nature of the vessel, where possible marks were noted on the Admiralty frame 

disposition draughts, and tracings were taken where marks were accessible. Further 

records were made of other hull timbers such as the keelson and side keelsons, and 

interior components such as deck stanchions and uprights, bulkhead timbers, deck 

planking, and internal planking such as inner lining and thickstuff. 
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The most problematic phase of the recording exercise however was the compiling of 

the photographic archive, which given the dark, cramped and inaccessible nature of 

the lower decks and hull resulted in a minimal photographic record. Where possible a 

number of methods were utilised to try and highlight the timber marks. Problems were 

also encountered due to the white paint on the majority of the timbers which not only 

resulted in glare from lighting sources but also poor definition of the inscribed marks 

themselves. The most beneficial method was to leave the tracings in situ to allow for a 

contrast between the black ink of the marks from the tracings and the white paint of 

the timber component. General aspect photographs were also taken throughout the 

vessel where illustration of particular aspects was deemed necessary.  

 

The marks as identified on Unicorn to date all highlight extreme diversity in their 

application, position, and ultimately their interpretation and meaning. Perhaps the 

most striking relationship discovered in the course of the investigation is that between 

the information provided on the ship draughts and direct correlation with those marks 

identified on the vessel. A tentative link has already been established between 

draughts and deck structures, particularly deck beams, but the original, in situ remains 

of marks on Unicorn provide clear proof of this connection. This is further illustrated 

with those marks noted on futtocks, both on the starboard side in the stern and the port 

and starboard sides in the bow. In this case, we have the first, unique evidence of 

distinctive markings and marking sequences on futtock timbers. Of equal significance 

are the clear connections between the marks and the Admiralty draughts, the details of 

which are described below.   

 

The findings alluded to above are particularly interesting, and it is perhaps significant 

that direct relationships have been found that place the role of timber marking not 

only within the realm of the workings of the Royal Dockyards but also that of the 

Surveyor, the Admiralty and the Navy Board. It suggests quite strongly that the role 

of timber marking from the earliest times is inherently bound within the early stages 

of the design and conception of a vessel. The connection is certainly more evident 

from the middle of the 17
th

 century with remains such as those identified on the Belle. 

In addition, the single mark noted from the remains of HMS Hazardous also provides 

evidence in this respect dating to the late 17
th

 century. The simple carved marks noted 
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on the Belle and that illustrated on Hazardous imply connections with the design 

stage and the ship plan, but it is not until the Unicorn that we can identify a 

comprehensive, tangible link between design and realisation. The Unicorn therefore 

has to represent the ultimate in timber marking in this respect, the culmination of 

almost two centuries of development in naval architecture and the growth, 

organisation and standardisation in timber management and shipbuilding practices 

within the Royal Dockyards.  

 

Types of marks 

The marks as represented on the Unicorn comprise two of the three main types, these 

being carvings and rase marks. No stamps have as yet been identified on the Unicorn, 

primarily due to the timber components being in situ, thus leaving many surfaces of 

timbers unavailable for inspection. 

 

Carvings  

This type of mark was noted on a number of timber components and highlights a 

number of possible marking episodes, in many cases evident on the same timber. Also 

of note is the particularly fine finish requisite within many of the carvings 

highlighting the fine artistry and workmanship of the workforce within the dockyard.  

 

Rase marks  

These marks were also noted on the majority of the timber types and like the carvings, 

also indicate a number of marking episodes. The sheer number of marks is also 

particularly apparent and therefore represents not only one of the largest corpus of 

rase marks found on any wooden ship remains to date but also a high degree of 

information portrayed in the marks. Also of note was the identification of ‘location’ or 

‘guideline’ marks to help locate timbers within the hull. In the case of both marking 

types, it is clear that the marks belong to phases of working practices from at least the 

conversion of the parent timber to the building of the vessel.   

 

Ship construction 

Many marks identified on the Unicorn clearly represent information to help aide the 

shipwrights during construction. The implications of these types of marks have 

already been highlighted in the last Chapter. The clarity and style of the marks on 
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Unicorn also appear to illustrate the increased standardisation of marks to help avoid 

confusion among the workforce, especially where many vessels of the same class are 

being built at the same time. 

 

The ships framing and futtocks  

Throughout the course of the survey, attempts were made to identify any marks 

present on visible surfaces of futtock timbers. In most cases the inaccessible nature of 

the marks restricted the number of drawn records. Despite this, a note was made on 

the requisite copy of the Admiralty draughts and a written record compiled for each 

mark. The subsequent results have produced some particularly significant findings 

and enabled a rare opportunity to undertake a more comprehensive study of timber 

marks on framing components in situ. 

 

The framing on the Unicorn therefore possibly represents the earliest surviving 

example of this new system. Furthermore, the results obtained from the survey 

perhaps mirror this change with examples of timber marks that illustrate control and 

standardisation in the preparation and construction processes as well as complexity in 

the style, form and meanings of the marks. What is also interesting is that the 

recorded marks appear on frames located towards the bow and stern where few marks 

appear to be placed on cant frames probably because cant frames require a specific 

form and therefore only a small number of converted components, unlike the similar 

timbers through the main body of the hull which would be much more standardised 

and require many more components of a similar size and shape to be converted (less 

variation in shape, being square and not canted). 

 

Carvings 

The marks identified on the futtock timbers are almost exclusively carvings, although 

some fragmentary remains of rase marks were noted on a small number of timbers. 

These rase marks in all instances were very faint and due to their inaccessibility were 

not deciphered. Carved marks were recorded throughout the vessel where visible and 

highlighted a number of features and characteristics.  

 

The largest corpus of evidence however was discovered on futtocks located between 

the orlop and berthing deck both in the bow and stern areas. The survey identified 
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thirteen marks on the moulded (side) faces of the futtock timbers; five in the stern on 

the starboard side and eight in the bow - seven to port and one to starboard. Isolated 

carvings were also noted elsewhere on the hull, notably in the spaces between the 

beams of the weather deck, gun deck and berthing deck as well as random examples 

located during repair work on the vessel. This includes carved marks on a frame 

adjacent to the main entrance onto the gun deck on the port side and a series of 

carvings noted on the side of a futtock below one of the port gun port sills.   

 

The carved marks all contained a standard syntax, although in many cases parts of the 

sequence was obscured by adjoining hull or deck structures. Like the carvings noted 

on many of the deck structures, described below, the marks on the futtocks comprised 

a series of letters forming abbreviated words, and letters and Roman numerals giving 

information regarding the location for each component. The first marks to be recorded 

were those located in the stern. 

 

At first, pending the compilation of a series or group of marks, it was difficult to form 

any effective interpretations either specific or general. However, the discovery of five 

sets of marks located in close proximity made it possible to begin to establish definite 

connections and relationships (Figure 9.4). 

 

The first mark in the sequence was located on the aft face of a futtock revealing the 

mark UNIN, an III (3) in what has been described as an open lozenge, and the Roman 

numerals XVII (17). The initial letters UNIN certainly represent the abbreviation for 

UNICORN. The roman numerals in the open lozenge and the adjacent numerals 

however, were initially difficult to understand. The identification of the next example 

helped to begin to establish the meanings of the marks. These carvings were noted on 

the forward face of a futtock (adjacent to futtock 17) and comprised two sets of 

Roman numerals XVIII and XVII, the letter S and Roman numerals  II within an 

open lozenge, as above (Figure 9.5). Initial interpretations of the marks were 

somewhat difficult. It soon became apparent however that when one identifies the 

position of the futtock within the hull structure and compares the information 

provided by the marks with that illustrated on the Admiralty frame disposition 

draughts, exciting inferences can be made. What is apparent is that the numerals and 

the S are inverted, and portray a different style and gauge to the numerals and the 



 219 

lozenge, and therefore implies that the first group of carvings belong to separate 

marking episodes. In addition to this are the possible interpretations and meanings of 

the marks themselves. The presence of the letter S simply provides the location of the 

component within a frame situated on one side of the vessel, in this case the starboard 

side. The two sets of Roman numerals represent the number XVII (17) and XVIII 

(18). When we compare the numbers to the Admiralty draughts it becomes apparent 

that the numbers are consistent with the number of the joint line or station along the 

keel at which the frame is placed. The presence of two consecutive numbers on the 

same timber is slightly confusing however. In this case, the carved numeral sets are 

different in size and style. The letter S and the number XVIII seem to be much cruder 

than the smaller numerals of the number XVII. It could be suggested therefore that the 

seemingly hastily carved letter and the number XVIII may be the initial marks placed 

on the timber immediately after conversion, and the XVII represents a correction or 

addition placed on the timber either at the assembly points or the building ways. If 

this assumption is correct, it is interesting to try and establish at what point the 

numerals within the open lozenge are placed on the timber, and therefore represent a 

marking episode in which the type of timber component is identified. The 18 and 

smaller 17 may also be an indication of the actual frame (bend or filling frame) 

located between the joint (station) line of bend number 17 and 18. 

 

After inspecting the timbers both forward and aft of those noted on frame 17 / 18, two 

further marks were located. Interestingly, it soon became apparent that some sort of 

related sequence could be established through the interpretation of the information 

portrayed in the marks. The evidence occurred on alternate timbers aft of futtock 

17/18 and provided Roman numerals and numerals within the open lozenge, similar to 

that noted above. In this case, the numeric sequence continued with the number 

XVIIII (19) and XX (20) (Figure 9.6). It was also clear at this point as to the meaning 

of the numeral within the open lozenge. When investigating adjacent carvings, it was 

observed that the II in the open lozenge was faced by an III in the lozenge on the 

adjacent futtock. The composition of two frames using alternating futtock components 

results in different futtock numbers being placed side by side. In this case it was 

evident that the numbers in the lozenge relate to the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 futtock within the 

requisite frame. 
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Upon investigating the location of the marks on the futtocks, it became apparent that 

the carvings were placed on either the forward or aft faces – usually alternately, 

illustrating the location of alternating frames, in most cases illustrated with the 2
nd

 and 

3
rd

 futtock. This is clearly evident with the location of the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 futtocks at joint 

(station) line 20 (XX in Roman numerals) on the starboard side in the stern. In this 

instance the carving of the numerals and the two or three in the open lozenge are seen 

to face one another. 

 

The continuation of the survey throughout the orlop resulted in the discovery of more 

visible carvings on lower futtocks located in the bow area on both the port and 

starboard sides (Figure 9.7 and 9.8).The marks like those in the stern indicated the use 

of sequential information from amidships forward. In this case letters were observed 

on the port side between the orlop deck and the lower deck (between the double and 

single stringers). The majority of the marks included UNIN, the Roman numerals II 

or III in an open lozenge, the letter L (Larboard) and a further letter. The final letter 

in the sequence indicated the position of the futtock component along the joint line of 

the frame bend or filling frame in the hull. The letters included M, O, N, P, Q, S and 

W (the carving noted below from the starboard side of the vessel highlighted the letter 

U as part of the sequence, with a letter S to indicate the starboard side). Like the 

carvings identified in the stern, when the letters are compared with the frame 

disposition draught, they are related directly to the specific frame bend or filling 

frame within a particular part of the hull (Figure 9.9). 

 

One of the most exciting discoveries was found in the bow on the starboard side and 

represents the letters DI S U UNI. This discovery presents a number of questions and 

implications, not only in connection with the Unicorn, but also the broader situation 

within the dockyard at the time and tangible links with the building of other vessels 

during the same period, in this case the DIANA (Figure 9.10). What is also interesting 

is the suggestion as to why the Unicorn received a futtock timber marked with the 

abbreviation for the Diana. The Diana was constructed on the same slip (No. 4), 

immediately prior to the Unicorn, and it may be possible that this timber component 

was left over from the timber prepared for the Diana’s frame. Also suggested is the 

point at which the marks were realised and enables a cross reference with the 

documentary sources as to the period when the futtocks and framing components were 
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converted and prepared prior to construction (during the conversion and preparation 

of the timbers).  

 

Further examples of carvings were noted elsewhere upon the hull framing. This 

included the joined letters TT (similar to those from Victory) noted on a visible 

portion of futtock located on the starboard side of the lower deck between the beam 

shelf and the planking of the gun deck above. The full sequence, of which this carving 

formed a part, was not visible due to the position of the inner lining located over and 

obscuring the moulded surfaces of the futtock timbers. A more complete example 

however, was recorded at the entrance to the ship, roughly amidships on the starboard 

side of the gun deck. This mark revealed the letters UNIN TT I, indicating a Top 

Timber on frame bend I (Plate 9.10). In addition, a further carving sequence was 

noted below a gun port sill during the investigation of the framing as part of remedial 

works on the hull. Although it was not possible to identify the whole sequence, a V in 

an open lozenge was followed by the letter L and a XII in Roman numerals. Thus, the 

mark indicates a 5
th

 futtock on the larboard (port) side at joint line number 12. Further 

examples include a fragment of a full syntax containing the number XVII, discovered 

on the aft face of a futtock between the gun deck beam shelf and the planking of the 

weather deck. This mark refers to the joint line 17 at which the futtock is located. In 

addition, the letters UNI were also recorded on the forward face of the opposite 

futtock giving the abbreviated name for UNIcorn. The final carving noted during the 

survey was recorded from forward face of a 5
th

 futtock immediately behind deck 

beam number 6. This mark revealed the letters UNI and a V in the open lozenge, 

referring to a 5
th

 futtock for the Unicorn. What is also interesting is that the marks all 

appear to be placed on the timbers in roughly the same position on the bend, evident 

when looking at the groups of marks noted throughout the hull. 

 

Keelson, side keelson and stringers 

Some marks were noted on the keelson and side or sister keelson on the starboard 

side, although many of these were too faint to be readily deciphered. Some were noted 

towards the bow on the starboard side keelson – represented Roman numerals, 

possibly in connection with the frame position or number of frames aft from the bow. 

After the investigation of the inner lining or stringers in the hold, one rase mark was 

noted but was undecipherable due to prolonged wear and tear.   
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Deck structures 

The timber marks from the deck structures were surveyed and recorded first due to the 

relative accessibility of these components. The weather deck beams were recorded in 

the first instance, followed by the gun-deck, berthing-deck and the orlop and 

platforms. During the initial survey it soon became apparent that much of the 

construction of the deck structures on Unicorn differed from those highlighted on the 

Admiralty draughts. Thus, in addition to the recording of the timber marks, the 

isolation and recording of these details was deemed significant in understanding the 

relationship between the ship draughts, the construction of the vessel, and possibly the 

timber marks themselves. The discrepancy noted between the draughts and the actual 

construction of the vessel also highlights the unique importance of archaeological 

investigation in addition to reliance on historical documents. 

 

The deck construction illustrated on Unicorn is indicative of methods introduced by 

Sir Robert Seppings in the second decade of the 19
th

 century. Unlike the traditional 

employment of beams, carlings and ledges, Unicorn’s decks comprise beams and ½ 

beams, sometimes also termed interlocating or ‘intermediate’ beams. This allowed for 

increased inherent strength in the deck structures, a less complicated and time 

consuming construction method and more economy in the expenditure of timber. On 

inspection of the deck plans from the Admiralty draughts, it was noted that the deck 

beams were numbered sequentially from the bow towards the stern. To remain 

consistent and to aid in analysis, all details of labelling from the draughts were 

incorporated into the copied deck plans. All intermediate half beams were prefixed 

with a lower case letter depending on the number of components, for example the first 

½ beam between principal beams 3 and 4 would become 3a. The letter P or S was 

added to this sequence to identify whether the timber component was located on the 

port or starboard side of the vessel. As we shall see in the results, this approach 

enabled definite interpretative connections between the draughts and the timber 

marks. It is important to note that the beam shelves and knee chocks for each deck are 

included in this section as part of deck structures. 

 

Weather deck structures  

The weather deck comprises 37 beams and differs in scantlings between the 

quarterdeck and forecastle beams and the remaining beams throughout the area 
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amidships. The former are sided 9 ½ inches and moulded 6 inches, and the latter are 

sided 8 ½ inches and moulded 7 ½ inches. On completion of the survey of the weather 

deck structures, only two marks were identified and recorded. The lack of marks is 

probably due to the cleaning and dressing off of these timbers during building, various 

isolated repairs, and excessive paint coverage in subsequent years (Figure 9.11; Plate 

9.11). 

 

Deck construction details 

Although the weather deck of the Unicorn is flush or continuous throughout, the ships 

draughts refer to Quarter deck and Forecastle beams in keeping with earlier weather 

deck arrangements. The deck structures are comprised of the following:- 

 

• Beams 2 -6 are 2 arm compound beams 

• Beam 7 – 24 are 3 arm beams.  

• Beams  25 – 30 are 2 arm beams. 

• Beam 31 is a 3 arm beam 

• Beam 33 – 36 is a 2 arm beam. 

• Beam 37 – 47 are single beams. 

 

The timber marks (carvings) 

Of the two marks identified on the weather deck, one comprised a carving and the 

other a very faint chisel or light rase mark. The carving appeared upside down on the 

forward face of the port beam end of beam number 3 and consisted of the letter L and 

the Roman numerals III (3). In this instance the mark clearly relates to the location of 

the component in question, this being the Larboard (port) end of weather deck 

(forecastle) beam number three (as numbered from the bow). The orientation of the 

carved marks also gives an indication of the possible marking episode. As they appear 

upside down, the marks were almost certainly placed on the timber prior to building 

into the vessel, possibly after the conversion of the component and prior to storage. 

Furthermore, the mark provides the first archaeological evidence of information 

connected directly with the Admiralty draughts on the Unicorn deck structures. 
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Upper or gun deck structures  

The upper or gun deck comprised 32 full beams and 58 intermediate ½ beams. The 

scantlings of the main deck beams were sided 11 ½ inches and moulded 10 ½ inches, 

and the intermediate half beams measured 9 ½ inches on both the sided and moulded 

dimensions. A total number of 75 timber marks were noted and fell into 2 of the 3 

main categories, these being carvings and rase marks. Of the total corpus of marks on 

this deck, 15 were identified as carvings, where no stamps were identified. The total 

number of marks recorded from main deck beams amounted to six, 40 from the 

intermediate beams and six from the longitudinal components (Figure 9.12; Plate 

9.12).  

 

Deck construction details 

The deck beams consist of a mixture of single and compound beams joined with 

straight scarphs, and inter-locating half beams. The deck structures are comprised of 

the following:- 

 

NB/ beams are single beams unless stated otherwise. 

 

• Beams 3-10 are 2 arm compound beams. 

• Beams 11-13 are 3 arm compound beams 

• Beam 14 is a 2 arm beam.  

• Beams 15-19 are 3 arm beams. 

• Beams 20-32 are 2 arm beams. 

 

Carvings 

As highlighted above, the beams were numbered from the bow as identified from the 

draughts. This is supported with carved roman numerals identified on the port side 

(Larboard, seen as L) beam ends. These were noted on beams 2-10 & 24 (II – X, 

XXIIII) and 7 & 9 on the starboard side (VII & VIIII). Numerals were not evident on 

those beams aft of number 11 (other than no. 24). Reasons for this are uncertain 

although these inscriptions only appear on the larger beams supported with iron 

knees, and not the intermediate half beams. It may be suggested that the numerals are 

required to ensure the correct location of the main beams toward the bow where the 
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lengths and bevels of the timber ends differ greatly and therefore require more 

control. Also of note was the absence of carved numerals on three arm compound 

beams, where the marks remained exclusive to two arm compound beams, although 

not every two arm beam revealed carvings.  

 

Rase marks 

A significant number of rase marks were identified on the upper deck structures 

although most were too heavily covered with paint to decipher effectively. A number 

of marks were recorded however and appeared to be similar in nature to the marks 

noted on the berthing deck. This was noted on half beam 3a on the starboard side and 

read, Unicorn UD ½ Beam. This mark revealed that the timber is a half beam on the 

gun deck from the Unicorn.  

 

It was also noted that in many cases the marks seemed to highlight spatial similarities 

between distances from the sides and centre line of the ship. This seems to show that 

marks were either placed on the timbers prior to or during installation with a view to 

ensuring marks were visible for the shipwrights whilst construction was in progress. 

 

Lower or berthing deck structures  

The berthing deck comprises 32 full beams and 56 intermediate beams. The scantlings 

of the main beams are sided 10 ½ inches and moulded 9 ½ inches, and the 

intermediate half beams measured 8 ½ inches on both the sided and moulded 

dimensions. Similar to the gun deck timbers, the berthing deck also revealed a high 

percentage of timber marks, although in this instance the marks were much clearer 

due to lesser paint coverage. In consequence, the marks were much more easily 

deciphered, revealing a great deal of analytical data. A total of 144 marks were 

identified and similar to the gun deck comprised carved marks and rase marks. Of the 

total number of marks recorded, 25 were carvings (Figure 9.13; Plate 9.13). 

 

Deck construction details 

The lower or berthing deck provided the crew with accommodation, with the majority 

of the deck used as an open space for mess tables and the hanging of hammocks for 

the ratings. A partitioned area in the stern, from beam 24 aft, comprised the gunroom 

for the warrant officers and midshipmen. In addition, a number of small enclosed 
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berths or cabins were located along each side of the hull, providing accommodation 

for the officers, warrant officers, midshipmen and Captain’s Clerk. The location of the 

bulkheads and partitions has in some cases obscured a percentage of the surfaces of 

some timbers which has hindered the successful identification of marks. The beams 

are a mixture of single and compound beams joined with a straight scarph, and inter-

locating half beams similar to the gun deck. They are constructed as follows: 

 

NB/ beams are single beams unless stated otherwise. 

 

• Beams 2-5 are 2 arm compound beams. Forged iron knees are employed 

from no. 5 beam (these also bear inscribed roman numerals from the bow 

aft.) 

• Beams 6-24 are 3 arm compound beams. 

• Beams 25-30 are 2 arm compound beams 

 

Carvings 

A variety of styles and types of carvings have been identified. As on the gun deck 

beams, numerals were noted on the port beam ends (both ends in the case of 9, 10, 12 

&13), of beam numbers VI, VII, VIIII, X, XII and XIII, and the starboard end of 

beams VIIII, XI, XII, XIII, XX and XXV. The numerals on the port beam ends were 

also accompanied by the letter L to denote the Larboard or port side, as seen on the 

gun deck beams. Further to these quite basic marks however, was the presence of 

carved letters in addition to numerals noted on both ends of beam number 13 and the 

starboard end of beam 20.  

 

The carvings provide a variety of information and also give an indication as to 

separate marking episodes. What seems evident is that the Roman numerals and the 

letter N denoting the beam number appear to be different in size to the letters UNI 

LD. It is likely therefore that the numerals denote a separate marking episode (letters 

after conversion for storage, numerals immediately prior to construction). The letters 

illustrated above comprise UNI LD and translate as UNI (Unicorn) LD (lower deck) 

(Figure 9.14). It could be suggested that the letters UNI LD represent the first 

episode, when the timber is converted and set aside in preparation for transferral to 
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the assembly area and building ways. The number 13 is then placed on the timber 

once the compound components for the beam have been assembled prior to fitting. 

The survival of the mark in situ and inverted as illustrated supports this suggestion. 

Further support is evident on the port end of beam number 13. In this case the letters 

UNILD appear upside down, where the L and Roman numerals 13 are upright. In 

addition to these characters was also noted the letters or initials WH or HM. It is 

uncertain which way the marks are orientated but provide possible evidence for the 

initials of an individual overseeing one of the many working processes within the 

yard.  

 

‘Salt’ carving 

Numerous (a total of 19) carvings of the word SALT were also noted on many of the 

timbers, particularly prevalent on a number of deck components in the stern. It is 

uncertain as to why the SALT marks are more numerous on berthing deck structures 

as opposed to other decks. Other than the ships frame, this type of carving only 

appears on berthing deck timbers in any number. The presence of this carving on the 

timbers also provides a terminus post quem for the date of the components upon 

which this mark is found as the system was introduced in 1818 (Plate 9.14) 

(CHA/K/29 14
th

 April 1818). 

 

Knee chocks 

Knee chocks associated with iron hanging knees were identified from beam 5 aft, and 

were numbered sequentially beginning with number 1. This seemed confusing at first 

as beam numbers differed from chock numbers. Carved numerals were noted on 

chock VII, VIII, VIIII (9), XI (11), XIII (13) and XV (15), associated with beams 

11, 12., 13, 15, 17 and 19 respectively.   

 

Rase marks 

The marks identified on the beams are on the whole decipherable and represent at 

least two working processes. Like the timber marks noted in the preceding chapters, 

the rase marks noted on the lower deck beams also contained the standard ‘syntax’. 

Differences from previous examples include the presence of the letter S before No 

(number) at the beginning of the sequence. This letter is likely to represent the initial 

for Sheerness Dockyard into which the timber component was received (similar to the 
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S noted on the timber from the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham. Also those in 

previous examples included the D (Deptford) at Deptford; the W (Woolwich) at 

Chatham; and the P (Portsmouth) at Portsmouth.  

 

Although many of the mark sequences highlight differences in gauge and style, some 

relationships were identified where marks were quite similar. This was especially 

noticeable when comparing the number 6 for example marked on Intermediate half 

beams 3a, 6a and 14a from the starboard side of the lower deck. 

 

Rase marks relating to the vessel, timber components and the building process.  

As well as information connected with the management of timber (noted in the 

syntax), numerous examples were recorded of marks in connection with the timber 

component types and the building process. In nearly all the recorded examples, the 

name Unicorn was rased, identifying the vessel to which the timber was destined. In 

addition to this, the name was often succeeded by information relating to the deck to 

which the timber belonged and the type of deck component the timber represented. 

Examples included the mark Lower Dk denoting a Lower Deck beam (see below); 

LDk ½ Bm, representing the abbreviation for Lower Deck half (1/2) Beam (Figure 

9.15); and LDk Middle indicating the middle component of a 3 arm compound beam 

(the indication of the port and starboard component of the compound beam would be 

indicated by the carved letters L (port) or S (Starboard), as identified above) (Plate 

9.15). Of note is the stylistic traits of the capital letters L and D for the words Lower 

Deck, that illustrate the use of ‘block’ letters instead of just single inscribed lines. The 

stylistic similarities of the ‘block letters’ noted on the example ‘Wheelwright’s Shop 

Post’ from Chatham, perhaps indicates a style that dates to this period (ie. 1820s and 

30s). Furthermore, a few examples included the number 46 within the mark, for 

example the mark 46 Lower Dk (46 lower deck) on the starboard end of beam 18. 

This mark almost certainly relates to the identification of the beam component as a 

lower deck beam for a 46 gun ship. This example along with others noted around 

Unicorn (on the aft face of the starboard end of Intermediate ½ beam 4b on the orlop) 

are similar to the marks identified on a deck beam from beneath the floor at the 

Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham (Chapter 7). The example from Chatham supports 

the suggestion that the number 46 does indeed refer to the number of guns of the 

vessel for which the timber is designated (Figure 9.16). These marks clearly identify 
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the component for the purpose for which they were moulded (highlighting the need 

for information to be transferred between the converters and the teams on the slip). 

 

Letters or initials 

It is apparent that a number of individuals marked timbers. The dates for the receipt of 

the timber into the Yard range from 1819 to 1821, supporting many separate marking 

episodes by a number of individuals. This is supported with the recording of the 

letters SW, noted on the starboard side knee chock of beam 11, and the letters HM or 

WH on beam number 13. The latter initials were also identified on an iron knee 

chock. These letters are likely to be the initials of a shipwright or officer.   

 

Crossing out of marks 

There is also evidence for the crossing out of marks (also found on timbers from 

Victory, although not as numerous). This could quite simply be a mistake during the 

transfer of information, or perhaps the timber was adapted to another type, re-used or 

returned due to defects.  

 

Incorrect spelling 

Some words were spelt incorrectly such as ‘Bemm’ for ‘Beam’ and the word ‘hole’ 

instead of ‘hold’ on a deck stanchion from the hold below the central platform of the 

orlop. This could have implications for levels of literacy within the workforce. 

Indeed, it is suggested that even the spelling of those clerks employed in the yards and 

whose living required a competent level of writing was often likely to have been 

phonetic during this period (Houston pers.com).   

 

Contents 

It was noted that the Roman numerals within the standard syntax (eg. VII and VIII 

etc.) were seen to represent a rough sequence when observed from the bow to the 

stern, particularly on the lower deck where a large number of marks survive. The 

documentary sources indicate that these numbers relate to the contents (the 

measurement of the timber in cubic feet) of the timbers, in which case the opportunity 

to calculate the contents of beam components could be tested (ADM106/3248 p.5). In 

order to confirm the identification of the numerals as pertaining to the cubic contents 

of the timber, a calculation was made for the projected contents of half beam 3a on 
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the starboard side of the lower deck. The dimensions of the timber measured 15’ 7” x 

8 ½”. The number identified on the timber was number 6. The subsequent calculation 

for the contents of the timber however measured almost 7 ½ cubic feet. The 

discrepancy between the number six and the measured cubic contents was therefore 

approximately 1 ½ cubic feet. While it can be argued that this may provide proof that 

the marks in fact do not relate to cubic contents, it could also be suggested that the 

shipwrights who made the marks may not have relied on exact measurement. This is 

certainly the case when we consider the speed in which timbers are likely to be 

measured within a hectic working environment. It also offers an insight into the 

possible skill of the shipwrights in measuring timbers in a ‘rough’ fashion, relying on 

the judgment of the ‘eye’ and not the ruler. In addition inferences can also be made 

concerning the relative numeracy of the shipwrights, perhaps indicating a limited 

proficiency in basic maths and arithmetic. In the absence of definite evidence 

however the reliance on the documentary sources in this case perhaps seems the better 

conclusion.  

 

Dimensions 

Of interest was the translation of a rase mark on the underside of timber 1a P (port). 

As well as the usual information giving the name of the vessel and the position of the 

timber on the ship was the presence of a possible number 8 ½. This may relate to the 

sided dimension of the timber ie. 8 ½ inches. Few examples of this nature were noted 

elsewhere in the structure of the vessel. 

 

Knee chocks and iron knees 

At a number of locations on the lower deck examples of rase marks were also 

recorded on a number of knee chocks associated with iron knees (see above). In 

addition to the carved marks noted above, nearly all the chocks noted along the 

starboard side of the central platform and carpenters walk revealed extensive rase 

marks. One such example was noted on the moulded aft face of a beam chock from 

Beam 7. This mark highlighted the words LD shelf chock (see above). This mark 

translates as a beam shelf chock for an iron knee on the lower deck. The remaining 

rase marks on the chocks also revealed fragments of the same information in the same 

style. In addition, the iron knees recorded on the port side of the central platform were 
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also inscribed with the number of the chock in Roman numerals. This included chocks 

VII, X, XII and XIII (numbered from the bow).  

 

Orlop deck structures  

The orlop deck structures had by far the greatest concentration of timber marks, 

significantly more than the assemblages recorded from the decks above. A total of 14 

beams and 27 ½ beams were noted as well as 17 longitudinal components. The 

majority of the marks (97 in total) were noted on the central platform and so it was in 

this area that most of the marks were identified and recorded, highlighting a 

particularly rich corpus of data. The beams were numbered from the aft end of the 

forward platform in keeping with the information provided from the Admiralty 

draughts (Figure 9.17; Plate 9.16 and 9.17).  

 

Deck construction details 

The construction of the orlop deck structures differed from the decks above, in that 

they comprise three main platforms in the bow, midships and in the stern. In addition 

to this is the presence of the forward or main magazine and aft magazine which are 

built into the deck infrastructure. In this case, both extend through the deck and 

therefore give an appearance of being suspended ‘tween’ decks. In addition to both 

Magazines, the aft orlop platform also supported a number of partitioned bulkheads, 

forming a number of small stores and the bread room. The deck structures are 

comprised of the following:- 

 

• Beams 1 to 14 are 3 arm compound beams. 

Carvings 

Unlike the gun deck and berthing deck beams no carvings were noted on the orlop 

beams, the reason for which is uncertain. 

 

Rase marks 

The orlop beams highlighted the largest concentration of rase marks where nearly all 

were decipherable. Like the berthing deck beams, the marks show the standard 

‘syntax’ in addition to further marks that appear to be representative of a number of 

working processes. The style noted on the timbers from this deck were different 
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stylistically to those noted from the lower deck above. Examples of the ‘Syntax’ were 

also noted, similar to the examples from the lower deck. 

 

Initials were noted on a number of components and represent either ‘SW’ or ‘JW’. It 

is suggested that, like the lower deck, these represent an individual and preliminary 

research propose these as possibly John Weekes (2
nd

 Assistant to the Master 

Shipwright at Chatham 1813 – 22) or John Whittle (4
th

Clerk to the Timber Master 

ADM 106/3241 18
th

 July 1821). It is possible that both clerks may have been present 

at the receipt and measurement of timber. 

 

The numbering of the deck beams as identified by the marks did not appear to be 

consistent, where in many cases the numbers identified on beams did not correlate 

with the beam numbers provided on the draughts. It can be suggested that with the 

location of the central orlop platform amidships, little attention was given to the 

correct placing of the beams in relation to their prescribed position as denoted by the 

timber marks. The orlop deck structures are also less likely to be subject to the 

requirement for meticulous attention to detail and scrutiny by the Quartermen and 

Foreman during construction, unlike the decks above. This was particularly apparent 

on the aft face at the starboard end of beam number 5.  In this instance it is possible to 

identify two separate marking episodes, readily identified by the opposite orientations 

of the marks on the timber. The first mark identifies a No and a V (5) and the second a 

No and VI (6) within a complex of marks (eg syntax). In the case of the latter mark, 

there is clearly no correlation between the number six and the location of the beam at 

position number 5 on the deck (Figure 9.18). Due to the compound nature of the 

beam, the larboard component illustrated an Arabic number 4, again, highlighting 

inconsistencies with adjoining timber components. Also of interest was the great 

admixture of numbering styles. On the same beam, the number 4 was inscribed as an 

Arabic numeral and the number 5 and 6 as Roman numerals, suggesting that the two 

components were marked by separate individuals with conflicting information. 

 

A further example of timber marks indicating conflicting information was recorded 

from intermediate half beam 2a, located immediately aft of beam 2 towards the 

forward end of the central platform of the orlop. In this instance the standard ‘syntax’ 

is followed by the mark UNICORN  LDk  ITERMt  ½  Bm. The mark clearly 
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relates to an intermediate half beam component identified for use on the lower deck, 

despite the employment of the timber within the central platform of the orlop. It is 

quite probable that the similar scantlings of the timber to those timbers used on the 

lower deck resulted in the use of the timber on the orlop platform, possibly as an 

afterthought (Figure 9.19). 

 

Beam shelves 

The remains of timber marks were also noted on a number of beam shelf components, 

in particular a section of shelf from the starboard side of the orlop below beam 

number 4. In this case we have a long sequence of rase marks which incorporate a 

series of marks, in particular, information regarding the location of the component 

written in plain language, the standard ‘syntax’ and the initials SW.  

 

Uprights / stanchions 

In addition to the marks discovered on the deck timbers, examples were also noted on 

uprights and stanchions employed to provide support to the deck beams above. The 

deck stanchions investigated on the upper and lower decks failed to reveal evidence 

for marks due to their extensive modification by the carvers. Examples noted 

supporting the orlop platforms however had undergone limited modification and on 

the whole maintained the basic squared dimensions achieved after the conversion of 

the component. In this case, a number of extensive marks, revealing plain language 

were identified. One example included the word (S was obscured) tantion and the 

syntax S No 3325 x 22 x V V (broad arrow). Of interest in this instance was the 

incorrect spelling of the word ‘stanchion’. Another example was recorded from a 

stanchion located three forward of the well, towards the aft end of the central 

platform. The mark read UNICORN PILLAR IN HOLE with a cross inside two 

diagonal lines, the letter F, the broad arrow and the letters SW (Figure 9.20). The first 

part of the mark highlights clear, plain language with regard to the position of the 

component. Of interest however is the use the reference to the stanchion as a ‘pillar’, 

unlike the example above, and the location of the timber marked as ‘hole’ instead of 

perhaps ‘hold’. Both examples are interesting not only in terms of the literacy of the 

workforce, but also an indication of local, generic terms given to ship components. 

Also of interest was the discovery of a mark on a stanchion adjacent to the previous 
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example. This mark included the date 1816, providing the oldest date recorded from 

the vessel thus far.    

   

Internal bulkhead planking and deck planking 

A limited number of marks were noted on the planking from internal structures within 

the hull, such as the shot locker located at the aft end of the central platform in the 

hold. The rase mark was situated on the inner face of a plank and revealed an X, 

broad arrow, a number 2 in brackets, and the larger letters SW (similar to examples 

elsewhere) (Figure 9.21). The X and the broad arrow formed the end of the ‘syntax’, 

while the 2 in brackets indicated the thickness of the plank at 2 inches, similar to 

examples noted from Victory. The letters SW are likely to be initials and part of a 

separate marking episode. Similar examples were noted on further bulkhead planking 

in the vicinity. Rase marks were also noted on the underside of a number of deck 

planks located on the lower deck and orlop platforms, and the bulkhead planking at 

the aft end of the stern magazine next to the bread room. The latter marks appear to 

have been dubbed out with an adze in many cases, leaving the fragmentary remains of 

marking sequences, probably placed on the timbers prior to their construction within 

the vessel.  

 

What the marks mean and how they relate to dockyard working practices  

The nature of the Timber Master’s Department during the period in which Unicorn 

was built was probably little different to preceding years, certainly since the change in 

the Instructions after 1812. In July 1821 the Timber Master, Samuel Jones, replied to 

a directive issued by the Navy Board to supply information as to the duties required 

by the Timber Master and his clerks at Chatham (ADM 106 / 3241, 18
th

 July 1821). 

This series of documents gives a good insight into the nature of timber accounting in 

the Timber Master’s department during this period. What is not indicated however, 

are those individuals responsible for the marking of timber. Despite this, it is fair to 

suggest that timber was still being marked by members of the workforce similar to 

those identified in the dockyard correspondence dating to a decade earlier and 

highlighted in Chapter 4. 

 

As we have seen, the duties of the Timber Master were widespread, including a high 

degree of accounting and paperwork, the latter of which was conducted primarily by 
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the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Clerks. Perhaps the most telling of his duties however is highlighted in 

the 2
nd

 article of the duties of the Timber Master, this being; 

 

“To measure and receive the timber delivered by contractors and from the other 

Yards” (ADM 106 / 3241, 18
th

 July 1821) 

 

In addition to this is reference to the presence of the Timber Master at the pits, 

examining the various conversions being made.  

 

In which process were the marks placed on the timbers 

The general the observations of characteristics of the timber marks on Unicorn 

provide clear evidence of rase marks that provide clear, plain language information 

that is particularly legible, and that survive in quantity. What is also evident are the 

differences in the style of the marks from different levels in the vessel; indicated by 

the general differences in gauge and style, such as those marks on the orlop platform 

beams and the timbers of the berthing deck above. All the dates noted on the marks 

represent a short space in time between 1816 and 1821. 

 

In the case of the Unicorn clear examples of the ‘syntax’ were noted within many of 

the marks recorded from the timbers. A number of these examples were traced, such 

as that taken from beam 3a. The mark contains similar information to that noted in 

earlier examples of the ‘syntax’, such as those recorded from the Victory arisings. In 

addition the clear indication of the name of the vessel was also noted, similar to 

Victory, but in all cases was seen to be particularly clearly written. The necessity of 

such a measure is often associated with the level of works in the Yards at any given 

time. Indeed, several vessels were in the process of construction at Chatham during 

the building of Unicorn, including the Thames, also a 46 gun frigate (CHA / E / 148 

9
th

 July 1822).  In a situation such as that noted at Chatham during the construction of 

Unicorn, it is clear that by placing the name of vessels from the same class on timber 

articles for each, a great deal of confusion could be avoided should pieces be mixed 

up or delivered to the wrong slip. The following presents a typical set of marks noted 

in the majority of the evidence. An example of marking sequences on intermediate 

beam 3a presents the following information.  
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 Unicorn  L Dk ½  Bm        S No 1612 X  20  VII V 

 

Translation:            Unicorn    lower deck half beam     Sheerness  Number 1612  

x   1820   7 Broad Arrow. 

  

• Denotes the latter mark in the process 

• Denotes the former mark in the process 

 

What seems clear is that the majority of the timber marks identify two phases of 

marking, very often indicated by differences in the style and orientation of the marks. 

The first stage is represented by the standard ‘syntax’ connected with practices 

concerned with timber management. Like the evidence from Victory, the information 

provided in the ‘syntax’ is likely to have been re-marked onto the timbers after 

conversion. The second phase provides the information identifying the vessel to 

which the component is destined and the type of component and where it is located 

within the hull. In this case many of the marks comprise abbreviations of full words, 

such as those for Lower Deck Half Beam noted above. As we have seen, further 

examples were also identified that provided much more extensive plain language 

when identifying the type of component and where it is located, such as the stanchion 

posts and beam shelves from the orlop.  

 

Marks relating to the building process  

The rase marks noted on Unicorn that relate to information conveyed during the 

building process are similar to those discovered on Victory; although they are more 

extensive, more legible and appear to indicate due attention to the requirement for the 

extended durability of the marks (required if timber components are to be moved 

through many phases of working processes and stockpiled for extended periods). The 

location of the rase marks throughout Unicorn – especially on the deck timbers - 

appear to be located in situations where the marks are easily identified. This perhaps 

indicates the desire of the shipwrights building the vessel to readily locate information 

on timbers when in situ to help with the positioning of additional timbers in close 

proximity. 
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The desire for durability in the marks is also evident with the legible, carved marks 

placed on the futtock components, marked on the timbers after conversion. This is 

indicated by the location of the marks on timbers that have already been converted 

and re-worked by the shipwrights. This suggests that the marks are probably placed 

on the components after conversion and before storage (either in berths or at the 

building ways). The differences in style between the carvings may also indicate 

further sub-episodes of marking, perhaps at the building slips immediately prior to 

construction, for example the re-marking of components that are better suited for 

alternative positions within the vessel. Also of interest are further examples of marks 

that relate to the class of vessel to which the timber components are destined. A 

number of components revealed the number 46. It is suggested that this number 

relates to a 46 gun Frigate, similar to the example of the 74 noted on two deck beams 

from the Wheelwright’s Shop. In addition it is possible to suggest the working process 

in which the marks were made, probably after conversion and the stage where timber 

is selected and put aside prior to the construction of the vessel when providing 

materials (ADM 106/1824). 

 

The information provided in the syntax and those marks that relate to the building 

process (such as the carvings on futtocks and the information provided) can be 

supported by a particularly interesting document from Chatham Dockyard, sent to the 

Navy Board on the 19
th

 April 1824, shortly after Unicorn was launched. The 

document represents a sample Timber expense book provided during an experiment 

by one of the clerks under the Timber Master to improve upon the methods used to 

account for timber articles in store and the valuing of such pieces when used. This 

sample document was written at the time when the Unicorn was in the latter stages of 

construction. The document comprises several pages of a ledger which includes 

information such as the Distinguishing Number; the year the timber was delivered 

into the yard; the contents of the timber before conversion; the same after conversion, 

and the measured abatements. In addition is the name of the vessel to which the 

timbers were supplied and the type of component. What is significant is that the 

ledger provides the same information, in written form, as the information marked on 

the timber articles. In the case of references to futtock components in the ledger, the 

notes clearly indicate the location number or letter associated with the position of the 
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timber in the hull. This document therefore provides priceless evidence for the 

connection of accounting and timber marking within the management process. 

 

The broad corpus of mark types and the numerous phases in which the marks are 

made perhaps indicate the stringency in the accountability of timber articles in the 

yards during this period. This fact accompanied by the proficiency and clarity 

portrayed in the various marks suggests that we see the ultimate product of a system 

perfected with experience. The increased use of marks and the presence of such on so 

many separate timber articles is also possibly a reaction to the conversion of many 

components of the same type and the increased number of individual timbers needed 

to construct a vessel using short stock timber (for example the use of more 

components in the frame of a vessel using the Seppings System). In addition the 

increased number of timber items stockpiled prior to building requires the clear 

marking of timbers for identification at a later date (noted above). It could also be 

suggested that during the peace establishments within the yards, more time could be 

spent marking timber and providing clear and precise information – in complete 

contrast to the substantial workload of the War Establishments where marking might 

be carried out more hastily and with less care. 

 

Conclusion 

The importance of HMS Unicorn is clearly indicated by her status as an Historic Ship 

and one that provides original evidence for the developments in ship construction 

from the second decade of the 19
th

 century. The Unicorn is a surviving testament to 

the immense contributions that Robert Seppings was to provide within one of the 

most informative periods in technological advances in shipbuilding in the Age of Sail. 

Furthermore, the survival of the hull of Unicorn, almost untouched since her launch in 

1824 provides a unique research tool; in the study of ship construction on the one 

hand and the investigation of in situ timber marks on the other. The study of the 

timber marks on Unicorn provide the purest, most extensive survival of timber marks 

in relation to shipbuilding and the working practices of the Royal Dockyards. Indeed, 

it is also true that Unicorn contains the finest suite of timber marks from any 

shipbuilding context in the world. This fact alone should ensure the survival of the 

vessel and the assemblage for the benefit of further research in the short term and the 

edification of future generations of maritime scholars.  
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CHAPTER 10 – Conclusion 

 

 

As we have seen, the study of timber marks is a means by which we are able to 

understand the evolution in shipbuilding technology throughout history. In addition, 

the increasing demands on the ship designers and the establishments responsible for 

the construction of ships gave rise to increased standardisation, both in design and 

manufacture and the attempt to introduce systems for the management of timber used 

in ship construction and dockyard works. The evidence for these processes is amply 

provided in documentary sources, while the amazing archaeological evidence 

highlighted in the main assemblages of this study endeavours to provide a tangible 

link with a period that represents the ultimate in the development of timber marking 

as practiced in the Royal Dockyards between 1750 and 1850. 

 

The early developments in ship technology are associated with the limited marking of 

timbers. Prior to the medieval period the function of timber marks was primarily 

involved with the transfer of information during the construction process. In the 

Mediterranean and Iberian Peninsula during the medieval period we not only see the 

emergence of a more standardised marking system, but also with the help of 

documentary sources we witness the first written references for the marking of timber, 

although purely in connection with the construction process.  Despite the fragmentary 

nature of the archaeological evidence during this period we also see the first 

comprehensive evidence for timber marking and the role of such in the shipbuilding 

process. It becomes clear that the emergence of the ‘Atlantic’ tradition in ship 

construction provides the catalyst that leads to the survival of such evidence. Indeed, 

the beginning of the early modern era provides further documentary and 

archaeological evidence that highlights the continuation of this practice in timber 

marking from that of the medieval period. This is illustrated at least to some extent in 

the surviving shipwreck remains of the Iberian Peninsula. It is also during this period 

that we witness the increasing application of scientific principles in the design and 

conception of ships, evident in the many shipbuilding treatises that survive within the 

documentary record. Archaeological evidence is also presented in connection with the 

design and conception stage of a vessel and the translation of ‘surmarks’ onto the ship 

timbers to aid in realising the projected form of the vessel during construction.  
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The 17
th

 century also marks a period in which we see further developments in this 

respect, especially in the design of ships and the emergence of the more formal ship 

plan or draught. The archaeology of timber marks during this period still remains 

fragmentary, however. In addition the available archaeological evidence is still 

limited to the Iberian Peninsula and Atlantic coast of France and the shipbuilding 

techniques employed in these regions and the Mediterranean. The discovery of the 

archaeological remains of the Belle however provide significant evidence for further 

developments in the use of timber marks in ship construction and the link between the 

design of a vessel and the use of surmarks to control the shape and form during 

construction. The remains of timber marks on the Belle also indicate potential avenues 

for further research into the nature of timber marking practices of the French 

shipbuilding establishment, particularly the dockyards. It is also during this period 

that we identify the first evidence of timber marking among Royal Naval ships, 

although the fragmentary and limited nature of the evidence occludes a full analysis 

of the implications of the remains. The suggestion that the marks found on Hazardous 

represent a connection between the ship draught presents a significant insight into the 

use of timber marks in the design and conception process of a naval vessel during the 

late 17
th

 century. What seems clear from this early evidence is the absence of any 

marks that relate to the control and management of timber within the working 

processes of the dockyards.  

 

The 18
th

 century marks a watershed in the evolution of shipbuilding technology and 

the emergence of more standardised forms of naval vessel and the increasing control 

in the construction process. Despite the absence of archaeological evidence for timber 

marking in connection with the management process in the first half of the 18
th

 

century we are rewarded with a great documentary resource that indicates the 

development of systems to help in the control and management of timber. The 

expansion of the Royal Dockyards during this period necessitated such measures in 

order to satisfy the demands of the growth in the fleet. With this growth was an 

increased awareness of the need for systems of timber management that addressed the 

increasing pressure on the supply of shipbuilding timber to the dockyards. In addition, 

there was also the requirement to control the movement of timber within the 

dockyards and account for timber materials in order to safeguard this important 

commodity from wastage and embezzlement. Consequently, from the middle of the 
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century we can identify for the first time documentary evidence that provides a clearer 

understanding of the nature of timber management within the Royal Dockyards and 

the working processes in which timbers are marked. Although these systems were not 

entirely successful attempts were initiated in the latter half of the 18
th

 century to 

reform the administrative ethos of the navy establishment and the dockyards with the 

aim of minimising the imperfections within the existing infrastructure. Indeed, this 

was attempted during a period when the dockyards were under great pressure as a 

consequence of a continuous period of warfare. Naval reformers such as Sandwich 

and Middleton went some way to stimulating this process. Indeed, by the end of the 

18
th

 century it was apparent that both the navy establishment and the dockyards were 

being drawn into the process of reform. Evidence for timber marking during this 

period is limited, although some evidence does survive in vessels whose service life 

has spanned the 18
th

 and 19
th

 century, such as the remains in the Master Shipwright’s 

House at Deptford, the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham and HMS Victory. The 

limited evidence however is perhaps the result of the transitional nature of 

administration and timber management in the Royal Dockyards at the time and the 

development in timber marking types that was to ensue at the beginning of the 19
th

 

century. What is evident however is that timbers were in fact marked and within a 

number of working processes. In addition, the documentary evidence provides clear 

indications of the connections between the systems employed in the management of 

timber and the marking of timber. 

 

The beginning of the 19
th

 century was a period where the efforts of naval reformers of 

the 18
th

 century such as Charles Middleton were at least partially rewarded. The work 

of individuals such as Bentham marks the introduction of measures that 

revolutionised the nature of dockyard management. The introduction of the Timber 

Masters based on the principle of ‘individual’ responsibility gave rise to attempts to 

introduce a more ordered and standardised approach to timber management. This 

period witnesses the re-doubling of efforts to assuage the problems in timber supply 

with increased control and accountability of timber stores to further combat the 

problem of wastage and embezzlement. The extensive documentary resource for this 

period illustrates quite clearly the nature of the role of the Timber Master and his 

department. While it is clear that the system still had its faults it is argued that the new 

mode in timber management was much improved on the previous century. The most 
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significant aspect of the changes is the frequent reference to the marking of timber 

noted within the numerous Instructions, memoranda and Standing Orders issued by 

the Navy Board and the Admiralty to the officers of the dockyards. In many respects, 

these documents provide a ‘Rosetta stone’ of sorts in helping to unravel what appear 

at first sight to be a jumble of numbers, letters and symbols that are seen on the ship 

timbers. In addition, the documents also augment the interpretative possibilities for 

rase marks, allowing for a better understanding of the context in which marks are 

made and the reason why timber marks survive in the first place. 

 

The amazing archaeological assemblages that form the focus of the present study 

provide the finest examples of timber marks found on ship remains during this period 

anywhere in the world. We have seen a variety of contexts in which the marks are 

found and the often remarkably good condition in which the ship timbers survive. 

More significantly, the marks discovered among the main assemblages allow for a 

clear understanding of the development and evolution of timber marks. These have 

ranged from the simple marks found on earlier examples, to the beginnings of a more 

standardised approach to the practice in the 18
th

 century, culminating in the marks 

indicative of the new system in timber management introduced at the beginning of the 

19
th

 century. It is during this period that the marks also illustrate a clear development 

in style, content and complexity, as well as the increased use of plain language, 

perhaps an indication of the increased levels of literacy and numeracy among the 

dockyard workforce at this time. 

 

This evolution in timber marking began with the limited remains of marks discovered 

at the Master Shipwright’s House and offices at the former Royal Dockyard in 

Deptford. The marks are significant for a number of reasons. Firstly, the marks 

identified in the ‘syntax’ provide the earliest known evidence for this form of timber 

marking illustrative of the new system of timber management introduced by Bentham 

(it is perhaps no coincidence that the marks were discovered  in the new office 

provided for the Timber Master). Secondly, we see evidence of 18
th

 century marks 

indicative of marking episodes connected with the construction process. Finally, the 

contribution of the marks in helping us to understand the dating of the many building 

phases of the building complex provides clear proof of the worth of timber marks as 

an analytical dating tool.  
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Complementing and indeed surpassing the remains discovered at Deptford is the 

discovery of the most complete assemblage of re-used 18
th

 century timbers found to 

date in the British Isles, namely the Wheelwright’s Shop at Chatham Historic 

Dockyard. The significance of this assemblage lies with the context in which the 

remains are found and the vessel to which the timbers are attributed. More significant 

in relation to the present study is the remarkable discovery of a broad cross-section of 

timber marks surviving within a single building of the Royal Dockyards. The 

assemblage of marks indicate quite clearly the different forms of mark types and the 

information that they provide in helping  us to understand their role in the working 

practices of the Royal Dockyards. The study of the timber marks in the Wheelwright’s 

Shop also provides a basis for further research initiatives within the built heritage of 

the Royal Dockyards, augmenting our understanding of timber marking practices that 

survive within the archaeological record. 

 

While the remains in the Wheelwright’s Shop represent the re-use of dislocated ship 

timbers in dockyard buildings, those discovered in the Chesapeake Mill in Wickham 

provide evidence for re-use practices outside the context of the Royal Dockyards. 

More importantly the remains of the United States Frigate Chesapeake offer a unique 

opportunity to begin to understand the possible vestiges of the shipbuilding practices 

of the Royal Dockyards, both in the United States Navy Yards and the Royal Navy’s 

overseas ‘foreign’ yards such as Halifax in Nova Scotia. Furthermore, the significance 

of the discovery of the simple timber marks identified on the timbers offers a useful 

contemporary comparison with marking practices in the Royal Dockyards during the 

same period. Reasons for the simplistic marks noted among the Chesapeake timbers 

may be explained by the large scale use of a predominantly illiterate workforce 

dominated by slave labour and the simplified methods of timber management. While 

it is clear that marking practices existed in these overseas contexts, indicated 

primarily by the evidence located in North American documentary sources, the timber 

marks discovered on the Chesapeake timbers hold particular importance at this 

juncture in that they represent the only known archaeological evidence for North 

American shipbuilding practices to date. This study has illustrated the potential for 

further research into this little known facet of the timber marking story. 
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HMS Victory is perhaps the most famous wooden warship from the Age of Sail. As 

such she has been preserved for posterity, allowing for particularly informative 

research opportunities. The significance of Victory in relation to the development in 

timber marking is in no doubt. We see the first tangible evidence of marking practices 

from a known British vessel, and more importantly the timbers upon which the marks 

are found can be placed within a much more secure context than the remains 

discussed previously. The corpus of data is particularly extensive, providing evidence 

for a broad cross-section of marking types that relate to a number of marking episodes 

from the middle of the 18
th

 century to the middle of the 19
th

 century. The development 

in the stylistic traits of the marks and the content are also apparent, as too is the use of 

more identifiable plain language. The present study of Victory’s timbers is an example 

of how much more remains to be learned from the examination of this venerable 

national shrine. 

 

If Victory provides the penultimate evidence for the evolution of marking practices in 

the Royal Dockyards, then the remarkable discoveries illustrated on HMS Unicorn 

represents the ultimate in the timber marking story. The unique survival of a Royal 

Naval vessel little changed from the day she was launched gives unparalleled insights 

into not only the developments in ship technology during this transitional period but 

also arguably the finest example of timber marks found in situ anywhere in the World. 

The immense research potential of Unicorn in this respect lies predominantly in the 

marking sequences surviving in situ. This has allowed for a much more refined 

understanding of the contextual relationships of the marks and the working practices 

to which they belong. What we see on Unicorn are marks representative of the 

development of a system essentially perfected through experience collected over time. 

The clarity of the marks compared to earlier examples and the extensive use of 

abbreviated and plain language gives testimony to the successful achievement in the 

effective transferral of information during the shipbuilding process and the workings 

of the yards. This is perhaps indicative of the increased levels of literacy amongst the 

dockyard workforce at this time.  

 

In conclusion, there is no question as to the importance of the study of timber marking 

in relation to our developing understanding of the evolution of shipbuilding 

technology. Furthermore, the study has introduced an element of research that has 
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hitherto received little attention. In the context of shipbuilding in the Royal 

Dockyards, the present study has highlighted the useful contribution that timber marks 

provide in furthering our understanding of the systems that were put in place to ensure 

that the transfer of information was maintained within the process of timber 

management in the Royal Dockyards. The complementary relationship between the 

archaeological and documentary evidence has enabled a full understanding of the role 

of timber marks and their place within the broader study of ship design and 

construction and the workings of the Royal Dockyards between 1750 and 1850. In 

addition, the present research has presented evidence for practices that augment our 

appreciation of 18
th

 and 19
th

 century dockyard organisation and perhaps more 

importantly the artificers employed therein. It is hoped that the many facets of this 

study will encourage future maritime scholars to further the study in timber marking 

practices within wider shipbuilding contexts. 
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Figure 8.17 Rase marks from timber 242 

 

Figure 8.18 Rase marks from timber 102 

 

  

CHAPTER 9 

 

Figure 9.1  Location of Dundee 

 

Figure 9.2 Plan of Chatham Dockyard c.1810 showing the slip upon which 

Unicorn was built 

 

Plate 9.1 The bow of Unicorn 

 

Plate 9.2 Starboard side of Unicorn 



 

Plate 9.3 The stern of Unicorn 

 

Plate 9.4 A Seppings forked iron knee from the gun deck 

 

Plate 9.5 Iron hanging knees on the gun deck of Unicorn 

 

Plate 9.6 Seppings forked iron knees on the berthing deck 

 

Figure 9.3 The Seppings framing method employed on Unicorn 

 

Plate 9.7 Diagonal bracing on the gun deck  

 

Plate 9.8 Diagonal iron riders in the hold of Unicorn 

 

Plate 9.9 The round stern of Unicorn 

 

Figure 9.4 The frame disposition and location of carvings in the stern of Unicorn 

 

Figure 9.5 Carving from a futtock in the stern 

 

Figure 9.6 Carvings from two adjacent futtocks in the stern 

 

Figure 9.7 Frame disposition and the location of carvings in the bow 

 

Figure 9.8 Frame disposition and the location of carvings in the bow 

 

Figure 9.9 Carving on a futtock from the bow 

 

Figure 9.10 Carving on a futtock from the bow 

 

Plate 9.10 Carvings on a futtock located amidships 

 

Figure 9.11 Plan of the forward end of the weather deck showing the location of a 

carving 

 

Plate 9.11 General view of the weather deck 

 

Figure 9.12 Plan of the gun deck showing the location of timber marks 

 

Plate 9.12 General view of the gun deck looking aft 

 

Figure 9.13 Plan of the berthing deck showing the location of timber marks 

 

Plate 9.13 General view of the berthing deck looking aft 

 

Figure 9.14 Carving from the deck beam 13 of the berthing deck 

 

Plate 9.14 SALT carving on a berthing deck beam 

 



Figure 9.15 Rase marks on berthing deck beams 14a  

 

Plate 9.15 Rase mark on a berthing deck beam 

 

Figure 9.16  Rase marks on berthing deck beam 18 

 

Figure 9.17 Plan of the orlop deck showing the location of timber marks 

 

Plate 9.16 View of the orlop looking forward 

 

Plate 9.17 View of the hold looking aft 

 

Figure 9.18 Rase marks on orlop beam 5 

 

Figure 9.19 Rase marks on orlop beam 2a 

 

Figure 9.20 Rase marks from a pillar in the hold 

 

Figure 9.21 Rase marks from a plank in the shot locker  

 

 

 

 



Figure 1.1 An illustration of a rase knife from a publication illustrating 19th century craftsmen's tools

(from Walker 1994)



Figure 2.1 The Cheops ship showing the marks alocated to each quarter of the 

vessel (from Jenkins 1980)

Figure 2.2 The Cheops ship showing examples of marks denoting where separate hull planks should be joined 

(from Jenkins 1980)



Figure 2.3 Plan of the Marsala Punic wreck showing the location of the painted symbols (in red) (from Frost 1973)                                                           



 
Plate 2.1 Inscribed marks on a fragment of frame from the Tantura B wreck (Wachsmann, http://ina.tamu.edu/tanturab.htm, 2004)

 

 



Figure 2.4  Plan of the Cala Culip VI hull remains.  An inscribed mark can be noted on the upper face of a frame 

denoting the Roman numeral number 9. Further numerals indicate the sequence of marks noted on the side

or moulded face of further frames (from Javier & Josep 1989)



Figure 2.5 Floor component from the Cais do Sodre ship showing the inverted Roman 

numeral XVII inscribed on the forward face (from Castro 2003)   



Figure 2.6 Floor component from the Cais do Sodre ship showing the inverted and reversed

Roman numerals XVI on the forward face (Castro 2003)   





Plate 2.2 Section of keel from the Belle showing inscribed Roman numeral IIII, indicating station 4, and the

letter A, indicating Avant or forward station number 4 (from Carrel 2003)

Plate 2.3 Section of keel from the Belle showing inscribed Roman numeral IIII, indicating 

station 4, and the letter D, indicating Deriere or aft station number 4 (from Carrel 2003)



Plate 2.4 Section of keel from the Belle showing an inscribed asterisk, indicating the 

position of the main frame of the hull framing (from Carrel 2003)

Plate 2.5 The end of a floor timber from the Belle showing an inscribed Roman numeral VI for station

number 6 and the letter B for Babord or the port side (from Carrel 2003)



Plate 2.6 The end of a floor timber from the Belle showing an inscribed Roman numeral VI for station

number 6 and the letter T for Tribord or the starboard side (from Carrel 2003)



Deptford & Woolwich

Figure 1 - Location plan ...

Chatham & Sheerness

Portsmouth 

Plymouth

Figure 3.1 Location of the Royal Dockyards



Figure 3.2 Admiralty Draught of the Frigate HMS Rainbow 



Figure 3.3 A disposition of frame draught of HMS Alfred (74)           



Figure 3.4 The various forms of timber cut from different shaped trees (from Dodds & Moore 1984)



Figure 3.5 The stages of moulding for the stem and apron. A: the

dimensions marked out on the mould loft floor B: the batten moulds

made to these dimensions for the individual pieces C: the timbers cut 

to shape from the moulds. (from Dodds & Moore 1984)

The sternpost. A: the batten mould B: the profile of the sternpost and inner 

post C: The sternpost and inner post viewed from inboard



Figure 3.6 The sawyers tools, and a pair of sawyers at work with a pit saw in the pits

(from Dodds & Moore 1984)



Figure 3.7 The shipwright's tools. Note the rasing knife bottom centre (from Dodds & Moore 1984)



Figure 3.8 A dockyard model of a building slip showing a ship with the keel, stem and stern arrangements 

raised and the main frame and floors of the framing in place. Note also the posts located around the edge of 

the slip onto which scaffolding would be placed. Two frames to the right of the slip have been assembled

and ready for lifting into place (from Lavery 1991)



  Figure 3.9 The stem and stern arrangements showing the constituent parts of each (from Dodds & Moore 1984)



Figure 3.10 The traditional method of frame construction (left) and the method introduced by Seppings in the 19th century

(from FIncham 1850)



Figure 3.11 View of the bow and stern at the framed up stage. Note the cross spalls traversing the interior of the 

frames offering support prior to the insertion of the deck beams (from Dodds & Moore 1984)  



Figure 3.12 A dockyard model showing vessels at various stages of construction on neighbouring building

slips. The farthest vessel is framed up (similar to Figure 3.11). The nearer vessel has had the keel laid, the 

stempost raised and several floors placed in position. Note the piles of rough logs at the bottom of the 

picture and converted articles to the right of the building slips (from Lavery 1991)



Figure 3.13 Interior views of the stern and bow showing the position of the hooks, sleepers

and crutches, adding internal strength to the hull (from Dodds & Moore 1984)



Deptford

Figure 5.1 Location of Deptford



Figure 5.2 Plan of Deptford Dockyard circa 1810 showing the Master Shipwright's House (red) (ADM 7/593).  



Plate 5.1 The front elevation of the Master Shipwright's House and east extension

Plate 5.2 The west elevation of the offices of the south extension 
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9

Figure 5.3 Plan showing the disposition of ship timbers (green) used as floor joists,  and timber from 

the Ground Floor of the South Extension (Plan compiled from drawings prepared by Julian Harap Architects)

Scale 1:50

rase mark



Plate 5.4 Detail of the moulded margin and check for a bulkhead component on a deck beam

Plate 5.3 The sawn off ship timbers in the Timber Master's Office used as floor joists



Plate 5.5 Details of rase mark L Q Dk N on a beam

Plate 5.6 Ship timber in the Timber Master's Office



Plate 5.7 Detail of a dislocated fragment of deck beam     

Plate 5.8 Detail of a floor joist with timber marks from the Timber Master's  Office



Plate 5.9 Deck beam (No. 14) under the floor of the Master Shipwright's Office

Plate 5.10 Deck beam (No. 15) under the floor of the Master Shipwright's Office
showing a check for a lodging knee



rase mark

(Plan compiled from drawings prepared by Julian Harap Architects)

Figure 5.4  Plan of the second floor of the main house showing the location of rase marks 

Scale 1:50



EAST EXTENSION

rase mark

Figure 5.5 Plan of the Eastern Extension showing the location of rase marks on the exposed ceiling joists

(Plan compiled from drawings prepared by Julian Harap Architects)

Scale 1:50



Figure 5.6 Details of timber marks located in the Timber Master's office



Figure 5.7 Details of timber marks from the office roof and the main house



Figure 5.8 Detail of the timber mark from the ceiling joist in the east extension  



Plate 5.12 ceiling joists with rase marks from the east extension

Plate 5.11 wooden wall frame with rase marks from the second floor of the main house



Chatham

Figure 6.1 Location of Chatham



Figure 6.2 Plan of Chatham Dockyard circa 1810 showing the location of the Wheelwright's Shop (red) (ADM 7/593)



Plate 6.1 Front exterior of the Wheelwright's Shop

Plate 6.2 Exterior of the Wheelwright's Shop, the adjacent Mast House and Mould Loft and the 

covered building slips beyond



Plate 6.3 Re-used knee timbers in the structure of the Wheelwright's Shop

Plate 6.4 Re-used knee timber in the Mast House



Figure 6.3 Rase mark from a featherboard from the interior cladding of the Wheelwright;s Shop showing the date 1814, the contents as an 

Arabic numeral 6, the broad arrow and the dimensions 1 1/4 for the thickness of the board

reduced to 1/2



Figure 6.4  Plan of the ship timbers in the Wheelwright's Shop (from Kinchin-Smith 1997)

 



Plate 6.5 Interior of the Wheelwright's Shop and the ship timbers

  
Plate 6.6 Detail of the timbers laid out in the floor of the east aisle



Figure 6.5 Cross section through a 74 gun 3rd Rate showing the hull components present in the 

Wheelwright's Shop assemblage          

 



Figure 6.6 A profile of a 74 gun 3rd rate showing the position of components present among the ship timbers of the
Wheelwright's Shop



Plate 6.7 Carving on the end grain of a deck beam denoting an S (starboard) and the number 23 in Roman
numerals (position of the beam along the deck)

  
Plate 6.8  Tracing of a rase mark from a futtock. The 'syntax' is identified with the letter S (Sheerness) the 
distinguishing number 3055, the date 1814, the broad arrow and the contents of the timber in cubic feet

 



Figure 6.7 Examples of die stamps recorded from the ship timbers 



Figure 6.8 Plan of Phase 1 of the floor of the Wheelwright's Shop ( After Kinchin-Smith, 1997)

0 5m



0 5m

Figure 6.9 Plan of Phase 2 of the floor of the Wheelwright's Shop ( After Kinchin-Smith, 1997) )
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Figure 6.10 Details of timber number 087
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Figure 6.11 Disposition of die stamps on the end grain of timber 043 from the Wheelwright's Shop
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Figure 6.12 Disposition and phasing of stamps found within context 254, belonging to phase 2 
of the flooring in the Wheelwright's Shop. The number 51 probably denotes the date 1851
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Figure 6.13 Rase marks on timber 094 from the Wheelwright's Shop showing a number of marking episodesFigure 6.13 Rase marks on timber 094 from the Wheelwright's Shop showing a number of marking episodesFigure 6.13 Rase marks on timber 094 from the Wheelwright's Shop showing a number of marking episodes



Wickham

Figure 7.1 Location of Wickham



Plate 7.2 The first floor interior showing the beams and intersecting

ledges used as joists                        

                                                  Plate 7.1 The front facade of the Chesapeake Mill     



Plate 7.3 Beam on the second floor showing two sections bolted

 together, the result of modifications to the timbers during the 

construction of the mill

Plate 7.4 Carling check on the side of a beam. Note the outline along the lower margin of the check

indicating the attachment of a deck carling, no longer present in the assemblage. Also note the fine 

moulded margin along the lower edge of the beam



Plate 7.5 Checks cut into a deck beam to house the mast partners or capstan joists

Plate 7.6 Flash or burn marks noted on the side face of several deck beams. Also note the

remains of a canvas strip with eye-loops along the moulded margin, possibly the remains

of canvas partitions on the lower deck



Plate 7.7 Ghost outline of a lodging knee noted as a paint outline on the end of a deck

beam 

Plate 7.8 Ghost outline of a futtock on a section of hull planking. The rusty staining denotes 

the spaces between the frames 



Figure 7.2 Deck Plan of the United States Frigate Essex showing timbers present in 

the Chesapeake Mill (red) and those repsented as 'ghost' outlines (green)

SPAR DECK

UPPER DECK



Figure 7.3 Cross section through a 38 gun Frigate showing the components present in the Mill (red), and 

those represented as 'ghost' outlines (green & blue) 



Plate 7.9 Evidence of a fracture in the deck beam and the bolt holes for an iron brace

to minimise further damage - possibly evidence of battle damage 

Plate 7.10 The historic ship USS Constitution at Boston in the United States - an indication 

of how Chesapeake may have looked



Plate 7.11 View of the stern of the USS Constitution 

Plate 7.12 The gun deck of the Constitution showing the deck beam and knees and the 

interior planking of the ships side



Figure 7.4 Ground floor of the Mill showing the beams containing rase marks (in blue)  Scale 1:100



Figure 7.5 First floor of the Mill showing the beams containing rase marks (in blue) Scale 1:100 



Figure 7.6 Second floor of the Mill showing the beams containing rase marks (in blue)  Scale 1:100 



Plate 7.13 Rase mark on a deck beam showing the number 28 in Roman numerals

  Plate 7.14 Rase mark on a deck beam showing the number 20 in Roman numerals



Plate 7.15 Rase mark on a deck beam showing the initials WH and Roman numerals

  Plate 7.16 Rase mark on a deck beam showing Roman numerals and the initials WH



Figure 8.1 Plan of Chatham Dockyard circa 1810 showing the location of No.2 dock where Victory was built (red)



Portsmouth

Figure 8.2 Location of Portsmouth



Figure 8.3 Dockyard plan of Portsmouth circa 1810 showing the location of the resting place of Victory (red), Storehouse 8, 9 & 10 and the Hatchling 

House (blue), and the location of No.6 Boat House (blue dot)        



Plate 8.1 View of the bow of Victory 

Plate 8.2 The starboard framing of Victory during restoration in the 1990s



Plate 8.3 Detail of the starboard framing of Victory 

Plate 8.4 The Victory arisings in store at the beginning of work in 1998



Figure 8.4 Midship section through the Victory showing the types of component present in the 

arisings; hull framing (red); deck beams (dark green); deck carlings (light blue); knees and chocks 

(lime green); internal planking, spirketting, deck clamps and deck planking (orange). Note the iron 

knees employed on the upper and lower decks, and the traditional hanging and lodging knees on

the middle deck (compiled from Bugler 1966) 



Plate 8.5 Hanging knee (Quarter deck) from the arisings. Note the bolt holes on the right, 

used to attach the knee to the deck beam

Plate 8.6 Upper surface of a lodging knee from the middle deck. Note the check for a deck

ledge and the bolt used to attach the knee to the side of the vessel



Plate 8.7 Fragment of futtock  (top timber) from the hull framing. Note the modern bolt in 

situ, used to attach the outer hull planking to the framing. Also note the rase marks depicting

a TT (top timber) and the name 'Victory'

Plate 8.8 A frame chock or anchor piece used to attach two futtock components. Note the 

array of bolts (both ferrous and non ferrous) used to attach the outer planking to the hull.

The presence of non-ferrous bolts suggests that this component joined two futtocks from

below the waterline



Plate 8.9 A deck carling from the orlop deck. Note the checks along the side of the timber

used to locate deck ledges

Plate 8.10 Sections of a deck hook probably from the bow



reduced to 1/4

 

 
FFigurigure 8.5 e 8.5 Timbimber Ner Numbumber 99 frer 99 from the arom the arisings shoisings showing the rwing the remains of remains of rase marase marks (cut out with the cutting of the checks fks (cut out with the cutting of the checks for the ledges) on the side suror the ledges) on the side surfacface of a deck ce of a deck cararling .ling . The whe worord cd cararling is notling is noted on the lefed on the left;t; the r the remains ofemains of
the synthe syntax  identax  identifying the numbtifying the number 986 (the distinguishing number 986 (the distinguishing number),er), the da the date 1814,e 1814, the lett the letters ers YC,C, the R the Roman numeroman numeral 5 (cal 5 (conontenents of the timbts of the timber in cubic fer in cubic feet) and the breet) and the broad aroad arrow. The final rhe final rase marase mark rk reveals the initials eals the initials W C.W C. The suithe suite e 
of stamps on the end grof stamps on the end grain arain are illustre illustrated bed beloelow

reduced to 1/4



Plate 8.11 Detail of the end of an upper deck beam showing a carved letter L (upside down

on the top right) and the fragments of a Roman numeral to the left of the ferrous bolt. The

L denotes the starboard end of a compund beam. The number denotes the position of the

beam on the deck

Plate 8.12 Detail of a suite of A S stamps and fragmentary rase marks on the side face of 

a futtock. Also note the linear pit saw marks, suggesting that the marks were placed on 

the timber after conversion



Plate 8.13 Detail of an R M D stamp from the side face of a futtock. The letters represent

the initials of the Timber Master at the time, Richard Mosebury



reduced to 1/4   

Figure 8.6 Timber Number 113 (carling) showing the standard 'syntax'; Number 3351 (distinguishing number) the date 1814, a 5 in Roman numerals (contents in cubic feet) similar to Timber 99 which is also a carling from
 the same deck;  the broad arrow and the letters Y C C and possibly a G G                     



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.7 Timber Number 122 (carling) showing the letters M S or S W (a total distance of 53cm from the next mark) and the 'syntax', Number 1096, the date 

1814, the possible word GUN (gun deck), the broad arrow and the letters S or Y C.                                         



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.8 Timber Numer 215 (frame) showing the 'syntax' Number 752, the date 1811, the Roman numeral 6, the letters Y C C S Y; the symbol for 'anchor' and the word 'piece'.
A fragment of the 'syntax' is noted on the far right. A second phase of marks show the letters RM partly over the full 'syntax' and the letter E below the word piece.    



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.9 Timber Number 316 showing the 'syntax' 442, the date 1812, the letters Y C C, the Roman numerals 12 (contents of the timber in cubic feet) and the broad arrow.
Above is a sequence of plain language reading Victory Cantling Post (the component type) and the letters R M (Richard Mosebury the Timber Master)



reduced to 1/2 

Figure 8.10 Timber Number 407 showing the end of the name Victory, the letters TT (top timber), the letter L (Larboard), the word bow and the name I Procter                  



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.11  Timber Number 443 showing the end of the name Victory, the letters TT (top timber), the letter S (starboard), a number 15 (frame position), the number 20 (date 1820) and the name R Sells



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.12  Timber 82 showing the broad arrow, thw letter S and the Roman numeral 12 and the letters F O for forward 



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.13 Timber 383 showing the Number 13, the letters R & S and linear guidelines



reduced to 1/2

Figure 8.14 Timber Number 416 showing the number 0, the name Hill and the beginning of the name Victory



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.15 Timber Number 363 showing the standard 'syntax' Number 595, the date possible date 1802 (or 1809) the Roman numerals 4, and the broad arrow. 

The letter S may be a second marking phase denoting starboard or frame position S. The letter W is also visible with further fragmentary marks.



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.16 Timber Number 224 showing fragments of Roman numerals; one phase of marking illustrating a P (Portsmouth) Number 14, a break, and 

the number 78 (date 1778). A second phase of marking shows a P and the Roman numerals 10.



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.17 Timber Number 242, 373 and 403 (on a knee component) showing 2 Phases of marking denoted by the opposite orientations.  The first shows a 13 in brackets (thickness of the 
component and part of the 'syntax' crossed out; the letters Y C C; the number 10 in Roman numerals crossed out; (with the corrected number 11 and the broad arrow above) the broad 
arrow and the letters W C and K R. The second phase shows part of the name Victory the letters R S C; and Number 2.



reduced to 1/4

Figure 8.18  Timber Number 102 showing the standard 'syntax' Number 495, the date 1811, the crossed out Roman numerals 15 (shown as XIIIII), the broad arrow, the letters
Y C C S or G and a fragmentary mark. The corrected Roman numerals at the beginning of the sequence show the number 14 and the broad arrow



Figure 9.1 Plan of Chatham Dockyard circa 1810 showing the location of building slip number 4 where Unicorn was built (red)



Dundee 

Figure 9.2 Location of Dundee



Plate 9.1 The bow of the Unicorn

Plate 9.2 The starboard side of the Unicorn



Plate 9.3 The stern of the Unicorn

Plate 9.4 Seppings forked iron knee on the starboard side of

the gun deck 



Plate 9.5 Iron hanging knee and dagger knee from the starboard

side of the gun deck 

Plate 9.6 Seppings forked iron knee on the port side of the berthing deck 



Figure 9.3 The method of framing introduced by Seppings in the 19th century (on the right) (from FIncham 1850)



Plate 9.7 Diagonal bracing between the gunports 

of the gun deck of the Unicorn

Plate 9.8 Diagonal iron riders accross the hull 

framing along the starboard side of the orlop



Plate 9.9 The round stern of the Unicorn

Plate 9.10 Carving on a top timber at joint line or station I

on the port side



31 29 27 25 23 21 19 17

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 2015

Figure 9.4 The sterm section of the frame disposition draught showing the joint lines or stations associated with the requisite frame bend. The location of the carvings

 are indicated by the red dot (Drawing by Ross Murray) (NMM ZAZ 1970)

feet



Figure 9.5 Carving on a futtock in the stern. The numbers in Roman numerals denote a separate marking

phase to the S and the 2 in the open lozenge - shown by the different orientation                    



Figure 9.6 Carving on two adjacent 2nd futtocks in the stern showing the abbreviation of the name Unicorn, a 2 in Roman numerals denoting a 2nd futtock and the 

Roman numerals 19 and 20, denoting joint line or station 19 and 20

reduced to 1/4

reduced to 1/4



Q S U XON

Figure 9.7 Frame disposition draught for the Unicorn showing the location of the carvings on the futtocks (red dot) (drawn by Ross Murray)

 (compiled from NMM ZAZ 1970)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 20  Feet15



QUX OS N

Figure 9.8 Frame disposition draught for the port side of the Unicorn showing the location of the carvings on the futtocks (red dot) (drawn by Ross Murray)

(NAM ZAZ 1970) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 20  Feet      15



Figure 9.9 Carving found on 2nd futtock P on the starboard side in the bow - denoting U N I (Unicorn), a 2 in brackets (2nd futtock), an L for larboard

 and a P for joint line or station P        

Reduced by 1/2 



Figure 9.10 Carving from frame U on the starboard side in the bow showing a D I for Diana, an S for starboard and U N I for Unicorn

Reduced by 1/2



1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 15 20 feet

Figure 9.11 Plan of the forward end of the weather deck showing the location of a carving (red dot)

(compiled from Admiralty Plan ZAZ 1969)



Plate 9.11 General view of the weather deck looking forward

Plate 9.12 General view of the gun deck looking aft



 

Figure 9.12 Disposition of rase marks and carvings on the upper (gun) deck structures (compiled from Admiralty Plan ZAZ 1968)
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Figure 9.13- Disposition of rase marks and carvings on the lower (berthing) deck st    ructures (compiled from Admiralty Plan ZAZ1967)   
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Plate 9.13 General view of the berthing deck looking aft

Plate 9.14 Detail of a SALT carving on a berthing deck beam



Figure 9.14  The two types of carving found on each end of compound beam 13 from the berthing deck (lower deck). The sequence in black

represents the first phase and those in grey the second



Figure  9.15 showing the two phases of rase marks. The first reads Unicorn L Dk 1/2 bm (Lower Deck 1/2 beam), the second presents the standard syntax 

Figure  9.16 showing 46 Lower deck, denoting a beam component for the lower deck of a 46 gun ship  

 
Reduced by 1/4

Reduced by 1/4



Plate 9.15 Rase mark 'Unicorn L Dk Middle' on a berthing deck beam

Plate 9.16 General view of the port side of the orlop central platform and the hold below 

taken from the aft platform looking towards the bow



Figure 9.17 Disposition of rase marks on the orlop deck and platform structures (compiled from Admiralty Plan ZAZ 1966)
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Plate 9.17 General view of the port side of the orlop central platform beams and the hold 

looking aft



 

Figure 9.18 showing two separate rase mark sequences on the same compound beam. The mark on the left reads Unicorn Orlop No. VI (6). The second shows  a fragmentary syntax and a No, V (5), all
of which are upside down. Both numerals indicate the beam number but in this case are contradictory 

Figure 9.19 showing two marking episodes - the standard 'syntax' on the left followed by the information relating to the type of component and to which vessel it is destined, namely Unicorn Lower
Deck Inter (intermediate) 1/2 beam

Reduced by 1/4

Reduced by 1/4



Figure 9.20 showing plain language denoting the position of the stanchion in the hold. The mark reads Unicorn Pillar in Hole(d) F III (contents), the broad

arrow and the initials SW

Figure 9.21 showing rase marks from a plank of the shot locker. The mark reads X (10-contents), the broad arrow, a 2 in brackets (thickness of the plank)

and the initials SW 
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