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L ONDON'S WATERWAY |
Gt el |
MIDNIGHT ON THE THAMES'!

AN INVESTIGATION BY A SSUN |
REPRESENTATIVE. i

ARTICLE il

There was not much imagination about |
i tha jolly young waterman and the staid old
lighterman, who selected Billingsgate for
the starting point of a midnight expedition
on the Thames; and there was more risk
than rowance in jumping from a barge
down to a black spot some 4it. below,
which I was assured was # boat.
However, nothing .worse happened 10
me than an abrasure of the skin and
a scar, which I shall always regard
as a trophy earned in a good cause. The
city = elocks were striking eight as
| our skiff shot out from the shore
into the = silent water highway, and
glided almost noiselessly upon the ebb tide
foward the red sigual lights of the Tower
Bridge. Fortunately the night was fine
though cloudy; the water well nigh |
rippleless.

Past the bridge and oub in mid-stream
the shore on either side seems to recede,
and th- river gains an unwonted breadth,
whilst into the darkness pser occasional
lights from out the deeper darkness of the
shore. As we proceed dim shapes loom upon
either hand, starting intoblack distinctness
for & moment, with silhouetied figures

TUGGING AND STRAINING
at gigansic oars, and are lost to sight again
in the gloom.

Passing through the pool we sighted a
large barge with two figures on board, and
at & word from one of my guides the boat
shot alongside, and one of our crew climbed
into the head sheets.

¢ Got your license?” Yes.”—There is
a rule on the river that every licensed man
must show his license to any freeman
who demands it, under penalty of a
fine. The man's license was produced,
but the hoy proved to be only an apprentice
in his tenth month, although under the
30th bye-law oif the company an ‘able and
skilful person,” because he had a freeman
with him. The union intends to prosecute
in ons ofthese casss with a view of getting
the bye-law upset. After laking the name
and address of this ‘“able and skilful”
lad we got under way again and rowed on
down through the Lower Pool and Lime-
house Reach. Wien we reached Limehousze
Cut, where

THZ BoY SALMONS LOST His LIFE
a few weeks ago the men rested on their
oars for a motent while onz of them told
e tha sad story of she boy's death. He
had been working for six days and six
nights—a common thing for lads to do,
as his foreman averred—and was then told
off to do work that ought to have been
done by a freeman. He was bringing a
barge out of the cub in the darkness of the
night. There was a scream, a splash, a
death stillmess for a moment—then the
hurrying of fest and shouting of excited
voices on shore, a fruitless atterapt at
rescue—and long afterwards a body tound
at Fulbam,miles up the river

| from one to another. I traversed a good
> S

| men lay

i athietic feat to get into these cabins, be
, be-

e : -
fb'ihe sad silence which fell upon us ab
l; 11 .melaa‘,(:'m]'y recital was suddenly
broken by a rapid succession of howls,rising
higher and higher, like the

CRIES OF GIGANTIC DOGS IN PAIN.
It was the warning voica of the syren of |
the Thames signalling the approach
of a big steumer—sounds harrowing
enougn by day, but under these
i;l;"cumstances weird and awe-inspiring.
. With nerves painfully ajar, wo gave w;;y
i once more, and the boat shot on between
:Lflle‘ dls't,;mt linas of dark warehiouses 5:)
| either side, and with always a similar line
1 v A I iv f
:“1 :gr)[nl where the river turned to the right
. It mast have been close on ten o’elock
when we ran alongsids the erafi that were
lying outside the Vicforia Dock lock-gales
and my companions serambled on board
barge and pulled me up after them. It was
I my first practical acquaintance with
barge, an:‘l.I ao not pretend to have aniuyokli
('I:fa ﬁcrlsa&}<)1). To begin with, to get from
lie l.m)«!«;'muts (the fore part of the barge)
1L~) LR cabin-top in the stern, one has to
fwaik along the gunwale plank, whieclh is
. frequently not a foot wide. In the iron
| barges yhe gunwale plank is a good (1.(5"&[
higher from the water af the bow and %t.can
than it is amidships,so that one walks cio-vu
hili :nn}\axp again in going tae length of t'he
barge. To perforn this feat with absolutely |
nothing to eatch hold of requires care when |
the barge is moored, but what it is like on
a winter’s night when the wood or iron is

C?VERED WITH A SHEET OF ICE
and the barge is rocking on the back-we;:'.h
of a large steamer, isnot a pleasan$ thing to
think of. Iinagine a man—or maybe a mere |
boy of 16—alone—wlone on an ice-covered |
unw’leldy barge of 50 tons burden—in the
blackness of a mid-winter's night—in
choppy wates, and pacing a strong kean
wind ; imagine him thus, tus:a;ixfo .;{.2;
huge oar, and aunon pacing ifs narrow

! treacn}.ﬂrous ledge from end to end—a slight
1 golhsw ), 2 false or careless step, and he may ‘
t be strugglingin the turgid waters. Imagine |

this, and you have a faithful pieture of |

s s R i
what labour on the Thames means during |

the long winter nights
Tne craft at the lock-gates were moored
«o close together that it was eusy to step
¥ f

many in this way, and s din:
szbix{-mp lookefidd, and slanding on the
; DownN THROUGH THE SCUTTLE
into the cabin bensach. The only light, as
a }'gle, came fron a little stove, the Sinc; 0;
which was earried through the cnbuf—L‘o. !
and which was hardly two fent away frorxr){
the bare woodlen benches on which the
i sleeping. In

El‘wo instances the xq‘);?wel'e luunf:i?llnlfeabogg "
the deck, aud I asked permission fo visif
their cabins. It was something of ;Ln‘

i O 3 her Vs 1
| Cause there was ncither ladder nor step
land I had to lower mysell by tly anns. Th::

| recoms were always squalid, often with
yawning reuts in the plank Aoor through
whichh the foul-smelling biige-water wa.s{
plaiuly seen. The space available for loco-
motion in one eabin—which [ was assured
was 12}5, bgood one  as
was 12ft. 3ft. 3in,,which was :

g th}r; Aebd viiich was narrowed to
4ft. Tin., diminishing to nothing at the
stern of the boat, and the length from
the stern to the hold was 8ft. The wood-

cabins go—

The height here was

work of theése cabins is someti ;
} ¢ s netimes so
; that a kind of white i o<




FUNGUS GROWS UBON THE BEAMS,
On cold nights the only means of free venti-
lation—the scuttle—imast be closed for the
sake of warmth ; and if a cabin happens to
have been unused for a day or two, the
kindling of a fire will draw out the damp
and fill this black hole with mephitic
vapours, in whiech the unbappy lighterman
—or boy—musf take his few hours of sicep.
No wonder that Mr. Gosling, the secre-
retary of the Watermen’s and Lightermen’s
Union, complains that the men die early of
chest diseases!

While weawaited for the turn of the tide
which was to release the laden barges in the
docks, I spent my time in questioning the
men as to their hours of work and the
nature of their employmernt. Amongst
other startling facts I found that it was
usual for a man who was in ordinary work
to work

OVER 100 Hours A WEEK,
and a lad who had not served a year upon
the water, assured me that it was cus-
tomary for him to work six days and four
nights. These inbuman hours, indeed,
seem to be the rule, for the skipper of a
tug averred that he generally had his boots
on for from 38 to 48 hours at a stretch.

Nor is the length of hours compensated
for by lightness of occupation. The work is
extremely arduous. One inan will sometimes
be called upon to stow 800 ~acks of grainina
i day, each sack, weighinyg from 1% to 2% ewi.,
| being picked up from the gunwale plank,
where it is dropped by the crane and carried
by the manon hisback tcits placein the hold.
Sometimes the weight of a bag of nitre
amounts to 3t cwt., and if a man carrying
such a load slips his foot or inakes
a false step he is bound to injure himself,
even if he does nog fail.  ''ne man who has
done this amount of work may then have to !
take his Large up-stream and discliarge hor |
ab s whati, oy perhaps watch over the goods |
all night. One man whow [ had questioned
on the sub ect of boy labour told me that
a large firm, for which he haid worked for
Mally years, was tiow ciploying as weskly |
servaits three firemen and

EIGHTEEN APPRENTICES.

My informant, who is well known on the
river as a steady, hard-working man, cannot
get work from his firm because he is under
cut by the boys. One of the partners, by
the way, holds a high position ia the
Watarinen’s Compuny, bus no one of lLis !
avpreeitticss is bound Lo any freeman tu his
empioy !

We iave had plenly of leisurs and a pro-

found quiet (or our invéstigations. Save
for the vceasional passing of a steamer or
i tuy the silénce of the night i ws besti broken
i onty by the sound of our cwii voives. But
. jusi before midnight there is « siirring
within the doci and ths souni of rushing
i waters, and irom the desp darins:y of the
ovalled-in lock tloat out a Heet of barges |
upon bhe now tlowing tide. Thea there is |
silence ns more, bat splashing, and hump-
ing, and shouting, and mueh langnage— |
 running largely on adjectives. The river is
t alive with dark moving masses, mounted by
BLACK HUMAN SHEPES,
who strain gt invisible oars. We
follow in  theic wake, boarding
sore, and  continuing to add to
cur store of facls, Secarcely a barge had
more thau one “ hand,” and in every case
save ohe, the second ““hand” might be
more fully described as a thumb, so diminu-
tive was the supplemementary * able and
skilful person.”
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LABOUR COMMISSION, 1891-2.

!
t

Extract from Shipping Gazette and Lloyd’s |
List, Friday, February 19th, 1892.

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

Mr. Louis STEPHEN WHITE was next called and ex-
amined.

Lord Derby: I believe you represent the Watermen and
Lightermen’s Hall >—Yes, I do. ‘

And you come here to give evidence chiefly, I understand, |
in reference to the evidence given by Mr. Fairbairn ?—I do. |

The first question to which you wish to call attention, as I |
understand, is the question of apprenticeship ?—Yes. ‘

‘What have you to tell us upon that >—With reference to
apprenticeship, in answer to Questions Nos. 7,474 to 7,480,
the indentures of apprenticeship are in the form of a con-
tract between the master and the lad, and the Watermen |
and Lightermen’s Act, 1859, provides either party with
remediesin the event of the terms thereof not being fulfilled. |
Mr. Fairbairn has always contended that the court should |
only permit an apprentice to work for his master, but the |
Act of 1859 specifically states in section 46 ¢ that every
freeman, or widow of a freeman, may take such apprentices,
as he or she thinks fit, for the purpose of having them
instructed,” &c. In the case of ¢ Smith ». Francis’’ (Court
of Queen’s Bench, 1891), which turned on the legality of an
apprentice working with a man not his master,.and which
was taken up by Mr. Fairbairn and his society as a test case,
the judges heard the arguments of Mr. Fairbairn’s counsel,
but dismissed the case without calling on the defendant’s
(Francis’) -counsel. The Act provides for the supply of
skilled labour, not for its restriction.

Now you have something that you wish to put before us
in regard to licenses, will you say what that is ?—These
are granted either to the master of an apprentice after a
period of.not less than two years’ service on the part of an
apprentice, or to the freeman on the completion of his |
apprenticeship. In either case the applicant has to pass |
through an examination which is of such a character that
nearly 10 per cent. of the applicants are refused the lighter-
men’s license. The court would here mention that appren- |
tices only do a very small proportion of their work in the |
docks. |

Can you tell us anything as to the number of licenses,
and also as to the casualties by drowning >—The piesent
number of licensed lightermen (freemen) is under 5,500, and
the number of apprentices is 1,493. There are also 275 |
contract lightermen (non-freemen). The percentage of |
deaths by drowning is remarkably small, considering the |
character of the work of a lighterman, and the court is of |
opinion that this is due to the present system of apprentice- |
ship, whereby a lad cannot work craft alone until he has |
served two years at least; also to the fact that under the |
present system he learns his profession at an early age, and |
thereby attains a proficiency which he would not attain |
if he learnt it later in life. The court has obtained a report |
from each of its inspectors as to the number of deaths |
by drowning during the last five years, and the following i
is a summary of such reports :— ;
: i

I Number of I:;';x;x}bzr
Inspector. District. Free Men £

Men in
Drowned. Distcct.

Simmonds| Gravesend, &c. .. ok 835
Showell . .| Greenwich, Poplar, &c. .. 1,543
Blackmore| Above London Bridge .. ; 151197
King ..|Rotherhithe, Deptford, &c. 1,217
Facey ..| Wapping, Limehouse, &c. 1,064

*One whilst bathing.




The above may be taken as a correct record of the cases
that have occurred during that period, as each inspector has
to render a quarterly report with reference to the freemen in
his district.

Now, I understand, you wish to tell us something about |
the constitution of the court 7—Yes. I have sent in a list of
the members of the court, 23 of whom are, or have been, |
duly licensed lightermen, and the remaining three have large |
interests in the lighterage trade of the port of London. In |
1870 Mr. Fairbairn and the Thames Working Lightermen |
and Watermen's Protection Society presented a petition |
against the transfer of the powers of the court to the Thames |
Conservancy, in which petition they stated ¢ that its board |
(¢.e. the court of the company) consists principally of gentle- |
men of practical knowledge and ability, who are at all times :
interested in the good regulation and government of the |
Thames.”” Again, ‘“And the public at large are greatly |
benefited by such control being vested in the hands of
practical men of whom the Watermen’s Company consist.”
The court at the present day consists of the same class of |
men. In 1871 Mr. Fairnbairn, and the society he then |
represented, introduced a Bill to alter the mode of electing \
the court, by giving all the freemen the right of voting for l
the election of members, but such Bill, after both parties |
were heard before a Committee of the House of Commons, |
was unanimously thrown out. On that occasion Mr.
Fairbairn’s society obtained the signatures of about 600 free-
men in favour of the Bill, whereas the court obtained over
4,100 against. The recommendations of the Committee of |
the House of Commons on the Thames Watermen’s Bill,
1890, with reference to the constitution of the court were
made without any evidence being heard on the matter, as the
question wasnot before the Committee, and the Court at the
time, through its agents, entered a strong protest against
the injustice rendered to it by such report. Notice was
given in November last by Mr. Fairbairn’s society of its
intention to introduce a private Bill to alter the constitution
of the court, but such Bill has been dropped owing, as the
court understands, to the watermen and lightermen refusing
to support 1t.

Now, will you tell us how the accounts of the company are
audited P—The accounts of the company are audited by an
auditor appointed by the Thames Conservancy Board, and
copies of the balance-sheet are given to all freemen applying
for the same in writing. A copy is also hung up in the
public office, so that all freemen may be able to examine the
same. The amount of quarterage paid by the working
lightermen amounts to an average of £900 per annum.

I think you have some other comments to offer upon the
evidence given by Mr. Fairbairn >—MTr. Fairbairn, in answer
to Questions 8,039 and 8,226, states that his society spent
£1,000 in legal expenses in 1891, whereas in his society’s
balance-sheet the amount appears as £168 2s. With refer-
ence to the answer to Question 8,045, the court has an
inspector’s time-book kept, and such book shows that Mr.
Fairbairn is entirely wrong.

‘Will you tell us, before yon go on, what that Question
No. 8,045 refers to ?—FHe states that the inspectors were
never doing their duty, and that they were always in the
office, and if he were on the court it would be otherwise.
With reference to the answer to Question 8,046, the court
has not any jurisdiction in the question of lights on craft.
With reference to the answer to Question 7,997, the court
can show, by its register, that there has not been at any
time any registration as mentioned by Mr. Fairbairn.
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