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Pump House No 5
(1874) now Copper
Rivet Distillery,
Chatham (photo: 
R. Ponsonby).
Below: Boathouse
Sheerness pictured in
1990s (photo: 
D. Hughes collection).
Below right: Pump
House No 5 exterior
(photo: R. Ponsonby).



THE VICTORIAN NOVEMBER 2021 13

The Victorian era witnessed a
massive expansion in naval
dockyard capacity in the UK.
This was initially dictated by the

advent of steam in the 1840s, then
from 1860 by a need to accommodate the
increasing size and armour of warships.
Portsmouth, for example, had three
‘extensions’ in the years 1843-48, 1867-81 and
1893-96, and similar work was conducted at
Chatham and Devonport. These extensions
have largely survived although, at Chatham, it
is mainly basins, rather than buildings, that
have been preserved. Some dockyards were
unable to keep pace with the nineteenth-
century pace of development, with Deptford
and Woolwich dockyards closing in 1869.
Post-war UK economy led to Pembroke

Dock closing in 1926 with tough economic
consequences for the surrounding area. Much
of the former naval dockyard is now operated
as a commercial port, but plans emerged
from the local port authority, in 2019, for a
marine engineering facility. This project
would involve filling in the Grade II*-graving
dock (built in around 1820, but extensively
remodelled in the 1850s) and the
construction of a modern building on top.
The Grade II-mast pond of 1844 is also to be
filled in and there will be consequential
damage to the surrounding dockyard
environment. Unfortunately, planning
permission was given for this redevelopment
in May 2021. Another endangered building is
the Grade II* Defensible Barracks situated
high above the dockyard, built in the 1840s to
accommodate Royal Marines and defend the
dockyard. It has been sold, with planning
permission for conversion into a hotel and
apartments. 
The Royal Navy left Sheerness in 1960 and

over the following twenty years, many historic
buildings were torn down. Currently, within
the secure area of the working port there is
concern about the condition of the Grade I-
listed Boathouse, which was completed in
1860. The Victorian Society named it as
among the Top Ten Most Endangered
Victorian buildings in England and Wales in
2015 and sadly there has been no
improvement in its condition since then. It is
probably the most important dockyard
building in the UK and has a surprisingly
modern appearance, with a structural frame
of iron, rather than traditional bricks and
mortar, something that represented a leap
forward in industrial architecture at the time.
One of many challenges is to find a use for

the Boathouse in a busy working port. Could
this corner of the Dockyard become a revived
heritage quarter for tourism?
Another concern at Sheerness is the former

Military Hospital, built in the 1850s. This was
recently threatened with demolition (to make
way for a car park), until it was the subject of
an emergency listing. The case reminds us, of
course, that historic buildings need to be
listed as a matter of urgency, where
appropriate. 
Although Victorian dockyard buildings are

usually soundly built and of good
appearance, the challenge remains to find
new viable uses, once any necessary
restoration has been funded and carried out.
At Chatham, the naval dockyard closed in
1984 and the Chatham Historic Dockyard
Trust took over a largely Georgian area which,
inter alia, is now operated as a tourist
attraction. The three basins that form the
Victorian extension are now largely used for
merchant shipping and as a marina. An
unusual new function has been found for the
massive brick 1874 Pump House no 5, which
now operates as the Copper Rivet Distillery.
This opened in 2016, and as they do guided
tours, it is well worth a visit
(copperrivetdistillery.com). 
Even more bizarre, perhaps, is the unusual

life of the 1847 Grade II* Boiler Shop. This
was first constructed at Woolwich, then
moved to Chatham around 1875 and re-
erected with convict labour; it is now a retail
shopping outlet. An 1875 dockyard
engineering shop and office has been found a
new role as the ‘Ship and Trades’ pub, but
many other Victorian buildings were lost after
the Dockyard closed.
At Plymouth, the Royal William Yard was

completed in the 1830s to provide a main
victualling yard for the Navy. Released by the
MOD in 1992, its 16-acre site has been
successfully developed as a retail and
residential area, by Urban Splash, and
although some chide at the intrusion of
garish shop fronts and signs, this has ensured
the preservation of its historic structures.

Richard Holme of the Naval Dockyards Society explores the current
threats to the nation’s Victorian Dockyard Heritage ...and some
solutions.

Dockyards ahoy!

Naval dockyards often contain excellent architecture
in superb locations. I edit the newsletter of the
Naval Dockyards Society, an active body with tours
and an annual conference, and am a member of the
Victorian Society. If you would like a free copy of our
newsletter or any information, feel free to contact
me on richardholme8@gmail.com.
www.navaldockyards.org


