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The aim of the Trust, in asking Bob Malster to research for this article, is to 
encourage all those involved in the future redevelopment of Ipswichôs historic 
Waterfront to recognise the importance of the old quay names, and of the need to 
reinstate them in their rightful locations, in preference to new and entirely irrelevant 
names of no local significance. Illustrations are from the Trust image archive. 

 
 
 
Before the construction of the Wet Dock in 1837-42 there was only one place at which it was 
legal to land cargoes, and that was the Common Quay in front of the old timber-framed 
Custom House with its óSailorsô Walkô lined with wooden columns supporting the upper floor. 
The overall scene was beautifully captured by the artist John Cleveley in the grand 
panorama from Stoke Hill which he painted in 1753, a detail of which is reproduced here. 
 

The Common Quay, with 
its crane, first mentioned 
in 1477, was the place at 
which merchants could 
load and unload goods 
under the eye of the 
customs officials. Here is 
a view of the back of the 
old Custom House.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Elsewhere along the riverside buildings came 
right down to the waterôs edge, though at the rear of their properties some prominent 
merchants had their own quays at which they might deal with their own goods. An early 
example of such a private establishment was Bigodôs Quay, owned by the Bigod earls of 
Norfolk whose stone house ï a mark of great affluence in a town that was largely composed 
of timber-framed buildings ï stood in Key (Quay) Street. 
  
Isaac Lord's is a complete merchant's establishment with the dwelling house on Fore Street 
and storage and processing facilities stretching all the way to the quay. The Smarts, father 
Richard and then son William (died 1599), had similarly impressive premises opposite the 
Quay church until the final demolition of 1954. Indeed, Bigod's Quay probably became 
Smart's Wharf in Elizabethan times.  Leonard Squirrell's watercolour reproduced below left, 
shows the impressive north-facing gatehouse just before its end. The right hand sketch, by 
local architect John Shewell Corder, shows the Wet Dock frontage yard of the same wharf, 
looking north as it appeared in the late 19th Century. 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This photograph by local photographer 
William Vick, shows yet another Tudor 
set of wharfside buildings, believed to 
have been demolished for the 
construction of Cranfields Mill, now the 
site of the Trustôs Window Museum. 

 
It is sad to realise that much of the best 
of Tudor Ipswich dockland was lost in 
relatively recent times. Had they 
survived, these óhistoric waterfrontô 
buildings really would enable the area to 
live up to its name.  

 
 

 
When Henry Palmer designed the Wet Dock, cutting off a section of the Orwell by damming it 
top and bottom and forming the New Cut to carry the waters of the Gipping to the sea, he 
proposed the construction of a continuous quay all the way along the north and east sides of 
the Dock. In fact for reasons of economy the quay was cut short on the east side at what was 
then known as the Ballast Wharf, and from there to the lower dam there was merely a slope 
into the water. Even in later times there were only timber stages at the far end, as may be 
seen in this early (1858) photo by Robert Burrows: 

 
 
The Ballast Wharf was the place at which sailing 
ships could take on ballast, gravel dredged from 
the river, should they be leaving the port without 
cargo. Until the establishment of the Dock 
Commission the provision of ballast was the sole 
and very profitable prerogative of the townôs 
Corporation.  
 
Unsurprisingly the place where ballast was 
loaded changed from time to time; at the time the 
Dock was under construction it was just to the 
north of the gasworks, but it later moved to the 
river side of the lower dam and then on to the 
island, just inside the original lock, and where this 
photograph was taken. 
 

 
 



 
With the construction of the Dock a fairly wide area of river was left between the upper dam 
and the cast-iron Stoke Bridge that had been erected by William Cubitt and Ransomes after  
 
its predecessor had been washed away by a flood in 1818. This area became known as St 
Peterôs Dock, the quay on the north side being known as St Peterôs Quay; at that time Stoke 
tidemill still stood facing downriver on the northern side of the bridge, as may be seen in this 
late 19th Century photograph. 
 
In 1925, St Peterôs Quay was 
widened by some 20ft at the 
Stoke Bridge end and by 
some 30ft. at the Dock end in 
order to accommodate a third 
railway line. This widening 
accounts for the somewhat 
changed appearance of the 
area in all pre-1925 
photographs showing barges 
in St Peterôs Dock. The last 
barge to moor at this quay 
was S.B. Victor in October 
2009, to celebrate the 
completion of the Mill 
development. 
 
St Peterôs Quay had almost certainly existed before the coming of the Dock, and for some 
years the name was also used for the most westerly quay within the Dock, in later days 
sometimes called Cranfieldôs Quay. On the other side of the river beside the maltings that had 
been converted into a temporary barracks at the time of the Napoleonic Wars, immediately 
below the bridge, was Stoke Bridge Wharf. 
 
Next to St Peterôs Quay, in front of Paulsô Maltings, was Albion Wharf, now given the 
meaningless name of Regatta Quay by a developer. It is tempting to suggest that this was 
named from an Albion public house, but no such dockside pub has been traced. The area in 
front of the New Custom House, opened in 1845, (and now rather inappropriately referred to 
as the Old Custom House, especially as it still houses the offices of the current Port Authority) 
retained the name of Common Quay that it had borne for some six hundred years. 
 
Whiteôs maps of 1849 and 1867 misleadingly give the name Common Quay to the whole area 
from the Custom House to the corner where now is Coprolite Street, and plans issued by the 
Ipswich Dock Commission in the mid-20th Century name the entire length from the Home 
Warehouse to Coprolite Street as Neptune Quay, clearly named after the Old Neptune pub in 
Fore Street. However, the western part of this was once known as Wherry Quay, from the 
sailing wherries that carried on a daily service for passengers and light goods between 
Ipswich and Harwich. In spite of the óevidenceô supplied by Fred Russel, who depicted a 
Norfolk wherry lying at this quay, the Orwell wherries were very different from the Broadland 
variety. 
 
Coprolite Street, a new highway of about 1860, was named after the phosphatic nodules (of 
dinosaur dung) that were the raw material of the artificial fertiliser industry. From there 
onwards the quay fronting Orwell Works was Ransomesô Wharf, seen below in the late 19th 
Century with three barges alongside the foundry; but with the departure of Ransomes, Sims & 
Jefferies to another site about 1960 it was renamed Orwell Quay. The name had originally 
been used for the quay along the east side of the New Cut. Ransomesô Wharf extended to 
Gasworks Quay, with its two hydraulic cranes used to unload the colliers that brought fuel for 
the retorts. When the dock was first opened there was a deep inlet with the original gasworks 
of 1822 at its head; the Gas Dock, as it was known, was eventually filled in to provide space 
for the extension of the gasworks 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Beyond Patteson Road was Eagle Wharf, which presumably took its name from Paulsô 
Eagle Mill; vessels berthing there lay alongside the timber stages built out into deeper water 
as there was no quay heading in this area. 

 
In the 19th Century the length between the gasworks and the lower dam was the Marine 
Promenade, which also extended across the dam and alongside the New Cut as far as the 
original lock; for the whole distance it was lined with lime trees. The section of the 
Promenade on the east side of the Dock disappeared quite early, probably with the 
construction in 1869-71 of a new entrance lock cut through the lower dam. The Promenade 
that was so well remembered by a past generation of Ipswich people ran only from the new 
lock to the old one.  

 
The section of roadway on the east of the Dock was named Helena Road, after the former 
brig-sloop Helena which was loaned by the Navy in 1868 to serve as a floating church and 

was moored in this part of the Dock. She remained at Ipswich until 1880, when she was 
transferred by the Navy to other duties. 

 
There were originally no quays on the island site between the Dock and the New Cut, much 
of which was taken up by a large millpond, as it was called on a Plan of the Proposed Wet 
Dock made by Henry Palmer in 1836. It apparently provided a head of water to operate 
George Tovellôs roman cement works on the óislandô. It was later used as a timber pond for 
the storage of imported timber and then became a branch dock, being filled in between 1923 
and 1925.  

 
In 1882 an iron-framed public warehouse was built to the north of the original entrance lock, 
giving its name to Public Warehouse Quay, as seen in the photograph below, taken in the 
late 1880s.  Remarkably, it stills stands today. 

 


