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Business horizons: The regional boundaries of shipping and its related sectors in the North of England, 1880-1914

Graeme J. Milne, University of Liverpool

In what ways did geography still matter to the late nineteenth century shipping industry? This question arises from a number of strands in the historiography. In an obvious sense, shipping was the most mobile of industries, yet historians have discovered a pronounced localism in many aspects of its finance and operations. Well into the nineteenth century, large fleets were still being owned by networks of investors closely-connected to the shipowner’s home port, in a model that was not fundamentally different from that of the early-modern era. In the course of the twentieth century, however, shipping firms increasingly merged into groups, registered their vessels under flags of convenience, and located their offices in financial centres rather than seaports. The later nineteenth century has been identified as an important era of transition in the family-ownership of British shipping companies, due to changes in tax laws, and to the increasing capital requirements of new steamships, but this has rarely been studied beyond the level of a few exceptional firms. Is there evidence that this period also marked the first meaningful shift away from localism in financial and operational matters, as part of the longer-term process now visible in the industry? Recent work suggests that at least some firms shifted their information, finance and operational networks from local to national and international levels in this era, and that the varying scope and configuration of such networks over time is a fruitful area for further research.

The literature on industrial districts is also important here. Shipping has most often been studied either at the aggregate level of national statistics, at the level of a single major port, or through isolated case-studies of particular firms. However, shipping was an integral part of regional economies, both as a transport service industry and as a customer for the shipbuilding and heavy engineering sectors (in the British case, mainly clustered in the north of England and southern Scotland). It was also a large employer, required considerable investment capital, and was politically-engaged with port authorities over the provision of docks and related strategic infrastructure. The locational decisions taken by shipping companies therefore offer useful alternative evidence for the priorities of firms, and for the level of interconnectivity in business districts. In particular, examining the role of entrepreneurial choice in locational decisions is important here, because it casts light on the ability of regional economies to generate their own dynamics.

This paper has two substantive sections. The first considers the various, and sometimes conflicting, pressures on shipowners as they took locational decisions in the later nineteenth century, by surveying the scattered but growing literature on the business geography of shipping. The second takes the shipowning community of North East England as a case study, drawing evidence from the locational distribution of shipping shareholders, and the interaction between shipowners and shipbuilders. It also looks in more detail at the relationships between some North East shipowners and the business and investing communities of North West England, particularly in relation to the opening and operation of the Manchester Ship Canal in the 1890s.

Shipping and locality

The shipping industry has long been rooted in local mercantile communities. In the great European seaports of the middle ages and early-modern centuries, investment in ships was part of an integrated elite culture and society, tying the urban middle classes to one another in the fields of shipping, commodity trading, finance and the law. In lesser ports that dealt with more mundane cargoes in smaller vessels, shipowning was an artisan business, with craftsmen, traders and master mariners forming partnerships. Investment could be quite open socially and occupationally: while maritime-related occupations were prominent in lists of partners in vessels, people working in a broad range of urban jobs saw shipping as an attractive investment. Investment was much less likely to be geographically-diverse, though, and a number of studies have demonstrated high levels of share-owning concentration in port towns and their immediate environs: such patterns persisted well into the nineteenth century.
 

Localism was closely linked to privacy and secrecy, also broadly-perceived characteristics of the industry. Commentators often complained of the difficulty they had in persuading politicians or the public to pay serious attention to maritime affairs, except in time of war. Apart from a broad cultural sense that Britain was an island nation dependent on trade, knowledge of the shipping industry was considered to be limited to those actively working in it. Compared to the high-profile, mass-shareholding world of the Victorian railway companies, for example, shipping was a ‘very private enterprise’, mysterious to anyone not directly connected to it, and indifferent, or even hostile, to outsiders.
 Risks were high, and those involved clustered for security and support. A. W. Kirkaldy, in his classic survey of the industry published on the eve of the Great War, saw tramp shipping especially as 

a very special business, and it is best financed and managed by those who are versed in its difficulties or interested in its attendant industries. There can be a species of co-operation here which works to the benefit of all concerned, and results in an all round gain even when shipping is at a low ebb, and a dividend very difficult or impossible to declare.

Some firms were explicit about their motives for seeking investors in their home districts and, indeed, for deliberately not encouraging more distant shareholders. The Tyne Steam Shipping Co., one of Newcastle’s early ventures in iron steamers formed in 1864, aimed to create a network of local interest, based on the assumption that shareholders would also be clients and customers. ‘A shareholder at London, or Liverpool, or Manchester, brings little or no business to the company’, it was argued.
 In one sense this was an odd statement, given that the new firm intended to run regular liner services to London, as well as to the major continental ports, and that London investors would therefore have had as much opportunity and incentive as North East shareholders to put work the company’s way. On the other hand, it pointed to a common view, that directors, shareholders and customers were best drawn from the same group of (mainly local) people.

Against such a framework of attitudes, shipping companies grew by reinvesting profits, borrowing from banks that were closely linked to them through personal and local connections, and acquiring other firms—only rarely did shipping firms take the route of large public shareholdings when such structures became possible under companies legislation in the 1850s and 1860s.
 Still, grow they did, and the relatively sudden emergence of a few large, heavily-capitalised shipping groups in the early twentieth century altered the traditional small-firm profile of the industry dramatically. The question remains, however, whether this shift also heralded a fundamental departure from localist investment patterns. Much of the evidence for the localism of shipowning investment comes from the period up to the mid-nineteenth century, when the industry was still dominated by sailing ships owned on the old ‘64ths’ partnership model. Cottrell’s pioneering work on joint-stock shipping has not been followed up to any great extent.
 Work on shipping investment in the 1880s is limited to Boyce’s study of West Hartlepool 64ths.
 The second section of this article therefore offers new evidence of investor location in the 1890s that points to at least some shipping firms moving beyond the traditional geography of share-owning.

Investment patterns are a useful indicator of locational choices in shipping finance, and can be studied through relatively accessible sources. It is much harder to assess operational choices taken by shipowners, given the huge number of vessels working in a wide range of ports, and analysis must be limited to individual firms. Some firms did attempt to diversify their activities in the later nineteenth century, working in new trades from ports some distance from their original centres of operation, and a number of examples are discussed below. Here, it is worth briefly considering some issues raised in the wider literature that point to the constraints on such behaviour faced by ambitious shipowners.

Although there was widespread freedom of the seas in the nineteenth century, there was of course no guarantee that a shipowner exercising his right to use a given port would find a merchant willing to deal with him. The industry as a whole solved this problem through the activities of brokering and intermediary firms in ports, through which visiting ships could secure cargoes, although some shipowners and masters were more skilled, or better informed, in the use of such services than others. As well as such ‘natural’ difficulties, however, the later nineteenth century saw the spread of restrictive practices in the shipping industry that erected more formidable barriers to shipowners seeking ad hoc cargoes away from their home ports. 

The shipping industry as a whole faced escalating capital demands as leading firms built larger and more sophisticated steamers: although tramp shipping remained a business with relatively  low entry-thresholds, competitiveness in the liner sector required ever-larger vessels carrying full loads. Not all trade routes could offer enough cargo for that, and competition for access to those privileged routes could be intense. Ongoing decline in freight rates from the early 1870s also encouraged shipowners to seek artificial methods of increasing their incomes, or at least of making their revenues more predictable in an industry notorious for fluctuations and uncertainty. By the end of the century, therefore, established shipowners formed cartels (‘conferences’) to regulate the liner trades.

These price-fixing cartels became a prominent characteristic of European shipping in the generation before the Great War. The first generation of professional historians of the shipping industry tended to support the conference system, arguing that it was, on the whole, of benefit to shipowners and merchants alike.
 More recently, scholars have revisited the conference question, and have continued to be broadly supportive. The system encouraged collaboration and transparency between shipowners themselves, and also between shipowners and merchants. Although merchants paid higher freight rates, they saved the costs of having to negotiate each shipment separately, or of having to run their own ships. In addition, the conferences could not charge too much for freight, because there would (eventually) come a point where merchants became sufficiently alienated to hire independent shipping lines to challenge the conference.
 

The rise of the conference system from the 1880s onward was crucial to the globalisation of shipping and the increasing ability of shipowners to divide the world’s major trades among themselves. Such was the specialised knowledge required in any given trade that conferences had to define their boundaries closely if they were to maintain effective control: even the inward and outward routes from Europe to the same part of the world were often the responsibility of a separate conference arrangement. Despite these complications, conferences dominated the major global trading routes by the early twentieth century, and liner firms remained committed to them.

Shipping conferences were among the most potent obstacles facing a shipowner attempting to break into a new market, because their structures were rooted in the geography of shipowning. As with most global strategy, grand plans had to be made manifest at a local level. The conference system remained tied to the business environments of individual ports, and struggled to overcome the tensions between the mobile and static elements of shipping. In major ports that specialised in longer-distance traffic (which often required high levels of capital investment to operate large ships) a few firms had often come to dominate their local shipping patterns even before the conference era. Initial conference agreements were therefore a formalisation of existing geographical patterns: shipping companies that had built up strong positions in particular ports would generally be awarded a virtual monopoly there, and access to lesser ports might be divided among the participating firms. While shipping companies could not actually prevent competitors from operating in any given port, they used rebates and promises of high levels of service to lock that port’s merchants into dealing only with the conference: independent shipowners would struggle to find a cargo.

In the short term, this suited shipping firms. Quickly, however, they realised that just as they were binding local merchants, so their own opportunities were constrained. Shipping firms found that they had to build and maintain connections with their ports of operation if they were to persuade merchants to support the conferences, and that their reputations continued to depend on such local ties, as well as on their ability to operate global shipping. Investing in infrastructure, and in shipping-related industrial and support activities, could be an important means of demonstrating commitment to a port, and of persuading a local trading community to continue to support a shipping firm. European shipping firms sometimes invested in the built environment and infrastructure of ports in developing countries, in order to maintain service levels, cut costs and—crucially—persuade agents and merchants over whom they had little direct control to remain loyal. Early in the twentieth century, for example, the Liverpool-based Ocean Steam Ship Co. spent over £500,000 on land, wharfs and warehouses at Kowloon and Shanghai.
 This considerably improved the firm’s operational efficiency, while limiting its strategic mobility: decisions about appropriate locations for its future activities would now be more complicated. 

Major shipowners also had to establish long-term working relationships with British port authorities, and persuade them to improve docking and related facilities or reduce their charges, sometimes by threatening to leave. At the same time, port authorities could call the bluff of shipping firms, aware that the shipowners were not as mobile as they claimed to be.
 Leaving their existing local networks would have incurred considerable costs in disrupting relationships with merchants, and would also, increasingly, have broken the agreements by which conferences divided ports among their members. Public image and confidence was also important, especially for passenger liner companies. The largest of these firms made expensive architectural statements of their commitment to their home ports by building prestigious waterfront offices, such as those of White Star (1898) and Cunard (1916) in Liverpool.
 While these also formed a functional purpose in the era when mass passenger traffic had to be administered, they were too big for mere office accommodation, and in the longer term threatened to encumber shipping firms with property-management problems.

With established firms constrained by their networks in the largest ports, there were opportunities around the edges. Indeed, such was the diversity of maritime trade that many British ports remained largely unaffected by the conference system, because they worked in shorter-distance trades where competition was intense enough to undermine attempts to create cartels. The drawback of this, from the perspective of ambitious shipowners, was that such ports and trades did not offer much opportunity for expansion and advancement. They could, however, either deliberately or by accident, serve as nurseries for what would eventually be major shipping lines. The North East coast ports performed this role in the 1870s and 1880s for a small number of firms, as well as providing a market for many more that remained in the coal-oriented tramping and short-sea liner trades around the northern European seas. 

Why did some shipowners want to move into new markets? Historians have tried to decide which kinds of shipping were the most profitable in this era, although with little conclusive results. Gathering the necessary evidence, let alone interpreting it, is extremely difficult.
 In addition, even assumptions about the division between tramps and liners were becoming unreliable in some trades. By the later nineteenth century, for example, coal was increasingly being delivered on the basis of annual contracts between coal merchants in the North East ports and industrial customers in northern Europe. Shipping firms contracted in turn to carry that coal had more secure operations than others in the tramping sector, even if they were not liners in the conventional sense. If simple profitability is an elusive explanation, diversity of risk may be more fruitful. The largest firms and shipping groups, especially in the era of amalgamations and mergers, operated tramps and liners alike in different markets.

For all its inherent mobility, therefore, the shipping industry had to maintain roots in the ports and hinterlands that provided the market for its services. In addition, given the increasing capital requirements of each new generation of steamships, and the relatively small number of ports capable of providing docking, cargo-handling and maintenance facilities for the larger vessels in any given industrial region, there is an argument that such roots had to be cultivated even more diligently in the later nineteenth century than they had previously. This was somewhat ironic, given that maturing capital markets, the increasing investment-capacity of the middle classes, and liberalisation in company law offered shipowners the potential to broaden dramatically the geographical scope of their shareholding networks, breaking the generations-old tradition of financing shipping from within the home port.

Bounded mobility: The horizons of North East shipowners

The second section of this paper considers some of the locational questions faced by shipowners working from the North East of England. The North East is an unusual case, and its eccentricities are revealing of broader patterns and processes in British shipping. North East ports were largely unaffected by conferences in the later nineteenth century. Short-sea trades, especially those with a high component of coal-carrying, were too fragmented and competitive for conferences to develop: coal did not need to be delivered quickly, and expensive vessels could readily be undercut by tramps. The relatively low costs of entry into the tramp shipping sector made the North East a nursery for shipowners, some of whom subsequently expanded their operations to become major firms. In some cases, the coal and iron trades encouraged vertical integration, as coal owners and iron manufacturers moved into shipping their own products and raw materials respectively, encouraged by the simple, predictable bulk cargoes involved; otherwise, those same cargoes were available for tramp operators, and rising coal exports in particular offered an increasing market in the generation before the Great War. Given the small population base of the North East, however, there was little scope for growth into large-scale general cargo operations of the sort that could be supported by the larger and more diverse regional economies of the North West, Midlands or South East of England. Ambitious shipowners sought other markets when they wanted to grow beyond the bulk trades.

As was discussed above, plotting investor location has been central to the methodology of previous studies of British shipowning finance, and this section begins with such an investigation in North East shipping. It does two things that have not been attempted previously. First, it takes its evidence from 1895, appreciably later than most research on this question. Second, it assesses levels of investment in both the traditional ‘64ths’ model of shipowning and in the newer joint-stock shipping companies: the North East ports continued to operate both forms actively in this era.
 Tables 1 and 2 offer simplified tabulations of the residence patterns of investors in North East shipping in 1895. Only the most important regional groupings of investors are listed in the tables, and the investors’ addresses have been grouped into counties outside the North East, and into narrower districts within the North East. In table 1, the tonnage of 64ths vessels is used as an indicator of the financial commitment being made by the individual co-owner. This is not ideal, of course, because the age of the ship, its condition and any specialised design or construction would also be factors in its cost and value to the investor, but there is no practical alternative. For joint-stock companies, the calculations are based on paid-up capital, rather than the tonnage of the vessels owned by the firm: this is because some firms registered parts of their fleets in different ports, making the total tonnage of the fleet unclear, whereas the paid-up capital is stated in the source. Obviously, the two sets of data cannot just be added together, so discussion of the region’s shipping throughout this section keeps 64ths and joint-stock investments separate. 

The tables reveal a continuing link between shipowners and their local investing communities, although no longer at the very high levels evident in the early-mid nineteenth century. Previous work on Newcastle patterns of 64ths ownership in 1850 point to levels of investment from Northumberland and Durham reaching 98%.
 The lowest figures in table 1 (those of the Tyneside ports, Hartlepool and the Teesside ports) still show over half of the 64ths tonnage of those ports being owned by people living in their immediate districts. Of the major North East ports, Sunderland had the most localised pattern of 64ths shipping investment, with 65% of its tonnage owned on Wearside. The joint-stock companies, as would be expected, had a broader range of investors, and here the proportion of locally-owned shares was rather lower (table 2). The Tyneside ports, with by far the most joint-stock shipping capital in the region, drew just over one-third of it from local investors: Sunderland, again, was more closely focused, with almost half of its joint-stock shipping capital coming from Wearside.

Tables 1 and 2 also indicate that North East shipping attracted considerable investment from outside the region. Investments from London, West Yorkshire and Lancashire were particularly prominent in the North East fleets, making up 29% of joint-stock shareholding overall, and 19% of 64ths tonnage. Again, there were local variations: in 64ths shipping, one in five Hartlepool tons was owned in London, Lancashire or West Yorkshire, twice as many as in self-sufficient Sunderland. When it came to joint-stock company investment, though, inward investors were drawn to the greater opportunities of Tyneside and, to a lesser extent, Sunderland: around one-quarter of the joint-stock shipping capital in those ports was raised in London, Lancashire or West Yorkshire. These regional investment flows were not distributed evenly across the North East fleet, as might have been the case if an anonymous market in shares was channelling capital into the shipping industry from the broad investing community of the British Isles. Some firms were clearly better able, or more determined, to encourage investment from beyond the region. Only ten North East joint-stock shipping firms, for example, took 83% of all Lancashire investment between them in 1895.

Finally, while the general patterns are obvious enough, there are many hard-to-explain cases. Some hint of this is in the ‘other’ rows of the two tables, which point to a considerable amount of investment not covered by the main regions: this took the form of many small, scattered, shareholdings in the North East merchant fleet. Individually, these were of little significance—a 64th here, a £10 shareholding there, when the fleet had thousands of both—but collectively they raise important questions about the willingness and ability of shipowners to engage with a geographically-dispersed investing public, and, indeed, vice versa. Explanations for this variety of practice need to be sought at another level of magnification, and the rest of this section offers case-studies of the investing horizons of individual firms and managing shipowners.

By the end of the nineteenth century, therefore, the immediate investing hinterlands of the North East ports no longer dominated the ports’ shareholding profiles as they had done half a century before. At least some shipowners were willing and able to broaden their investor networks. It is important to stress that they did this by going well beyond their home region. One of the patterns emerging from tables 1 and 2 is the small level of intra-regional cross-ownership—investors resident in one of the North East seaports would invest in its own fleet, but rarely in shipping registered in any of the neighbouring ports. The exchange of investments between Tyneside and Wearside was very small, despite the physical proximity of the two districts, and in the south of the region there was little integration between the Hartlepools and Middlesbrough. Of the eight Middlesbrough joint-stock firms being considered here, for example, only two had any shareowners resident in the Hartlepools, and they had minor holdings: Teesside investors are similarly hard to find in Hartlepool companies. 

Where such intra-regional investors can be found, however, they turn out to be an important element in the shipping complex. Many were shipbuilders, who continued to own shares in vessels that they had built, after they had been sold and registered in another port. West Hartlepool shipbuilder William Gray owned parts of vessels that had been built in his yard but registered in Middlesbrough. G. B. Hunter, the Wallsend shipbuilder, was one of few Tynesiders to have large shares in Sunderland-registered shipping, and some Sunderland builders returned the favour. The shipowner-shipbuilder link was crucial to expanding shipping firms that needed to invest in the largest, latest vessels, although it was less important, obviously, to those further down the industry’s ranks who could work with second-hand shipping. A number of recent studies have identified the importance of shipbuilders in financing and continuing to support shipowners.

Britain had many fewer shipyards capable of producing the best new ships than it had shipowners wanting to buy them, and the market was further restricted by the geographical clustering of the shipbuilding industry by the end of the century. Although wooden shipbuilding had been widespread geographically, the transition to iron and then steel required a more complicated convergence of industrial-location factors, and ultimately only the North East, Clydeside and Belfast achieved this on any scale.
 North East shipowners were therefore fortunate in having a regional shipbuilding industry capable of growing with them from existing networks and business traditions dating from earlier in the century. Even those shipowners who extended operational and investment links to other British regions took care to remain locked into their connections with North East shipbuilders.

These connections had rather different boundaries from those of the immediate local shareholder networks of shipping companies. Table 3 illustrates the tonnage of shipping ordered by some of the North East’s principal shipping firms in the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries, broken down by the location of the shipyards in question.
 A diversity of patterns, even among the few firms featured in the table, is indicative of the individuality of the shipping industry. Walter Runciman’s Moor Line, for example, divided its orders almost evenly between yards on the Tyne and the Wear, while other owners favoured one river or even one yard over all others. The willingness of some shipping companies to deal with a number of shipbuilders across the North East, however, suggests that these relationships were pursued on an intra-regional basis more readily than those between shipping firms and their investors. Questions of supply were also crucial, and few shipyards would have been willing or able to deal exclusively with a single shipowner. James Knott, owner of the Prince Steam Ship Co. is a well-documented example, and will be used extensively in the rest of this paper. Between 1882 (when he bought his first steamship) and the outbreak of the Great War, Knott bought 108 steamers, 74 of them ordered new from shipyards. Just over 40% of Knott’s new tonnage was built by a single yard, Short Bros on the River Wear. Another 20% came from other yards on the Wear, and another 30% from yards on the Tyne. In all, 94% of Knott’s new shipping tonnage was built on the North East coast. 

Like many shipowners, Knott had close and long-term connections with a small number of shipbuilders in a limited geographical area. Short Bros built ships for Knott regularly between 1883 and 1914. The trust developed over time in such relationships was worth a good deal to any business, but the product had to be right too. Connections between owners and builders were at their closest when there was a steady demand for a steady product—Knott needed cargo-carrying steamers that did not vary much in specification from ship to ship, although the average size of vessels increased over time. Short Bros produced these at a rate of two or three a year for Knott in the 1880s and 1890s, and the other Wear yards were equally at home in this sector of the market. On the occasion when Knott needed a different kind of ship, however, the priority was to find a yard with the necessary expertise, rather than have his favoured supplier adapt to the new requirements. In the late 1880s and early 1890s, Knott developed oil tanker services, and had the vessels built by Armstrongs and by Swan, Hunter & Co., both on the Tyne. His connections with Swan, Hunter & Co. were longstanding, but the Armstrong contracts were a new departure, and were not repeated after the first pair of tankers was delivered. 

In broad terms, then, investment patterns suggest that North East shipowners gathered an important (but over time, declining) share of their capital from local sources; an increasing share from other British regions; and a much smaller share from elsewhere in the North East region itself. Ship-buying patterns, however, suggest a more developed regional market. The final part of this section examines evidence of locational decisions in operational terms.

A shipowner ought, all else being equal, to have been able to establish new services from a range of ports. The shipping industry had well-established mechanisms for providing intermediary services through shipbrokers and agents, and new communications technology further facilitated the arrangement of cargoes in distant ports. The North East’s shipowners had been brought up in the tramp-shipping world of the coal trade, characterised by ad hoc voyage patterns and active competition for cargoes, and should therefore have had valuable transferable skills when seeking to break into new routes and services.     

Tables 1 and 2, it will be recalled, showed a considerable level of investment in North East shipping from North West England, and explaining this pattern casts some useful light on the opportunities open to shipowners beyond their home regions. Although normally characterised simply as England’s textile districts, the North West counties of Lancashire and West Yorkshire maintained a diverse and broadly-based economy in the nineteenth century. Textiles were certainly crucial, but even within that sector there was considerable variety, and other activities, including agriculture, mining, engineering and consumer goods and services were far from being marginal. The trans-Pennine region had been building its industrial strength since the mid-eighteenth century, and in particular developing strategic road, canal and railway links that over time created a well-connected and integrated regional economy on a much larger scale than that of the late nineteenth century North East.
 From the immediate perspective of entrepreneurs seeking investors, these districts also had great potential: people in southern parts of Lancashire and in western Yorkshire paid taxes at well above the national average, suggesting a considerable amount of middle-class wealth to be tapped.
 

Operationally, the North West offered shipowners access to potentially lucrative markets. Atlantic shipping had the world’s busiest collection of sea routes, connecting the world’s richest countries in this era. Liverpool dominated its regional shipping patterns, and was Britain’s largest port behind London by most measures: as a cotton port, it was Europe’s biggest. In addition, the later 1880s and early 1890s were interesting times for North West trade and shipping, as the region anticipated the opening of the Manchester Ship Canal. This project was intended to bring ocean shipping to Manchester, the urban centre of the Lancashire textile districts, thus bypassing, or at the very least actively competing with, the long-established port and markets of Liverpool.

The promoters of the port of Manchester feared (correctly) that it would be hard to persuade Liverpool shipowners to establish services using the new canal. Shipowners, and especially those operating regular liner services, were already deeply embedded in business relationships with the mercantile and brokering communities of the ports they visited, and could not readily extricate themselves, even if they had wanted to. What Manchester needed was a shipping fleet of its own, tied to the interests of the Manchester and district manufacturers, and this need coincided with the willingness of some North East shipowners to expand beyond their traditional short-sea and tramping markets. In so doing, these shipowners enlisted the support of North West investors for their ventures: they were, in a sense, taking their fleets to the investors rather than trying to entice the investing classes toward their fleets.

The firms that pursued this new market were able to raise a considerable proportion of their capital requirements from the North West. Tyneside shipowner James Knott’s approach to the North West market is revealing. The Ship Canal was just the latest milestone in an ambitious programme of expansion from the 1870s that saw Knott’s 64ths fleet make the transition from sail to steam and become the Tyne’s largest tramp shipping firm. Knott was also determined to establish regular liner services, and tried to break into Liverpool’s West African trade in 1890. In so doing, he worked with existing Liverpool experts in the field, the shipowner John Holt and the shipping agent Henry Tyrer. Knott was confident that his relationships with North East shipbuilders would enable him to build a technologically-advanced fleet, designed for the specific demands of the West Africa trade. Finding the cargoes to fill those ships, though, was more problematic. Here, Knott was trying to break into existing networks dominated by Liverpool’s Alfred Jones. Jones had established close links with the British government (the Crown Agents for the colonies effectively controlled the dispatch of bulk cargoes to West Africa), and was also the main customer for the port facilities on the African rivers: Knott’s vessels therefore got low priority and were often delayed. Tyrer failed to make much impact, and Knott tried another agent, with no more success; after two years, Knott withdrew from the Africa trade.

The Ship Canal offered another opportunity for Knott, with less competition from an entrenched local business community. Knott’s vessels were active in the Canal trade from the beginning, specialising in carrying Egyptian cotton from Alexandria, and rapidly acquiring a return trade in manufactured goods.
 As had been his original intention with the abortive West Africa services from Liverpool, Knott was also determined to lock the North West business and investing community into the future of his operation. The Prince Line’s board included directors from Manchester, Bingley, Burnley and Southport, but Knott did not stop at having these major business collaborators invest in the Prince Line, and pursued a strategy of wide shareownership among the professional and business classes of the textile towns. In 1895, the Prince Steam Ship Co. got 22% of its capital from Lancashire and 11% from West Yorkshire; the combined shareholdings of Tyneside, North Yorshire and County Durham—Knott’s older connections, as it were—accounted for almost the same again (33%).

Other North East entrepreneurs saw the new port of Manchester as an opportunity. The Pinkney family of Sunderland managed the Neptune Steam Navigation Co., which secured the first cargoes of American cotton to go directly to Manchester. This was a very specific niche trade: rather than trying to challenge the normal supply of American cotton that reached Manchester via Liverpool’s brokers, Neptune carried shipments for sale direct to spinners instead of merchants.
 Like the Prince Line, Neptune tapped into the North West’s investing hinterland. Just over 30% of the firm’s shares were owned in Lancashire, and another 8% in West Yorkshire, with most of the remainder being owned in the Pinkneys’ home port of Sunderland. Hartlepool entrepreneurs also were quick to recognise the potential of the Manchester market. One of them, William Bacon, even became Chairman of the Ship Canal Company in 1916.
 Bacon had spent ten years in the Hartlepool shipbroking firm of Sivewright, Bacon & Co. before founding the Manchester & Bombay General Navigation Co. in 1894. 

Christopher Furness is a useful final example. Furness’ skills in building large joint-stock businesses in the iron-coal-shipping complex of the North East have been the subject of a good deal of attention from historians, and they were also vital to the creation of Manchester’s most important shipping firm in 1898. Furness’ Manchester Liners Ltd was a major leap in scale for the new port’s shipping, and a high-profile demonstration that the Ship Canal could accommodate large vessels.
 Such confidence-building events were vital to bringing in more investment, and helping to consolidate the fledgling connection between trade and shipping in Manchester. Furness, like James Knott, had considered opening new African services from Liverpool, and was approached in 1895 by Holt and Tyrer, the Liverpool traders who had been involved in Knott’s abortive efforts in 1892. In this case, Furness insisted that an investment network be in place before any service was attempted, and his prospective Liverpool collaborators failed to raise the capital for a new shipping company.
 Furness also took little direct financial risk in his Manchester-based operations, in contrast to many of his other ventures.
 For Furness, Manchester was an opportunity to develop the facilitating role that became his key contribution to a series of mergers and agglomerations in the following decade, and to consolidate his existing interests in the Atlantic trading-combines. 

Within a decade of the opening of the Ship Canal, the combination of North East and North West interests had established a dense network of overlapping and reinforcing links. These links were particularly successful at tying the mobile part of the system (shipowners, brokers and new entrants in various trades) to the more static part (the Ship Canal Company itself, warehouse owners, established merchants and industrialists). Networks of interlocking directorships, a common feature of industrial districts, were quickly built up: William Henry Bailey, for example, was the owner of a Salford engineering works; a leading investor in the Canal Company and a member of its Board; a director of Trafford Park Estates; and a director of James Knott’s Prince Line.
 

Building new networks was a necessary, but not sufficient, part of building a new port. The Liverpool-based shipping conferences were able to thwart Manchester operators for decades, by charging rates and providing services that were good enough to satisfy most merchants. Even if they failed to do this, it was unlikely that shipping firms elsewhere could provide the necessary vessels and experience of handling large, specialised cargoes at short notice. Only in the most extreme cases, therefore, would merchants risk the sort of disruption to their businesses that would inevitably result from a large-scale breaking of conference agreements. In Manchester’s case, the sheer volume of traffic in raw cotton imports and the corresponding manufactured exports made it impossible to recruit enough shipping to replace the fleets operated by Liverpool. Those outside shipowners that did pioneer services to Manchester—Knott and Furness, most notably—found good opportunities in niche trades that were slightly outside the established networks built over the decades by Liverpool firms, rather than in direct competition. Manchester merchants ultimately had to accept that the costs of building home-port style networks were far greater than just the cost of buying or chartering ships.

 By the very end of the nineteenth century, therefore, a number of North East shipping entrepreneurs, backed largely by North West shareholders, had taken an important share of the first new shipping market to appear in late-Victorian Britain. This is a useful lesson in the ability of the shipping industry to respond to opportunities, both in the sense of sending ships to exploit a new trade, and also at the level of building networks of investors and collaborators. The example of the North East shipowners in the North West suggests that this could be done relatively quickly, and that levels of information, trust and reputation were sufficiently high to enable at least some elements in the shipowning community to move beyond their home ports. That said, it is also clear that neither the operational nor the financial aspects of shipowner mobility were straightforward, and that restrictive practices and inadequate information greatly increased the risks of such ventures.

Conclusion

The importance of entrepreneurial choice places this evidence in a wider setting. Recent work on British investment overseas in the later nineteenth century has questioned the long-held view that the great bulk of it was due to investors abandoning home industry for more lucrative opportunities elsewhere: almost half of it, rather, came from entrepreneurs pursuing business openings abroad.
 Although the circumstances are very different, the willingness of North East shipowners to chase new markets and new sources of capital, in the North West and elsewhere, is part of a broader range of evidence that suggests the continued need for more work on the mobility of the entrepreneur in the late-Victorian and Edwardian economy.

Two important points have emerged from this evidence. First, by the later nineteenth century, some North East shipping entrepreneurs were using both the 64ths model and joint-stock companies to expand their investment and operational bases into new areas, and particularly the North West. Although 64ths shipping remained closer to its localist traditions than the new joint-stock firms, there was no obvious impediment to shipowners who wanted to recruit 64ths owners from outside the region. The individualism of the industry meant that the boundaries between the internal and the external worlds of shipowning continued to be different from fleet to fleet and even from ship to ship. In the hands of some shipowners, the relatively-closed world of the 64ths ship, heir to a long-standing tradition of close, personal connection among partners, evolved into a quasi-company, with dozens of fractional shareholders drawn from a wide geographical area. At the same time, many of the new joint-stock shipping companies—supposedly tools for drawing a sharper line between the entrepreneur and a distant, anonymous, mass of scattered shareholders—turned out to be closely-controlled operations with few shareholders beyond the family and business connections of the founder, just like the old-fashioned 64ths had been half a century before.

Second, for all the complexity of many of these shipping operations, location still mattered. North East shipping entrepreneurs continued to depend on investing clusters around their key ports of operation: the difference in late-century was that some of them now worked from ports outside the region as well as from those in the North East. We now know that in the longer term, over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, shipowning changed from being a personal, local business into one in which shipping companies had little direct connection with the home ports of the vessels. But North East shipowners were not deliberately, or even knowingly, embarking on such a process in the generation before the Great War. The process of divorcing shipping from local business communities during the later twentieth century was rather different from the dynamics that encouraged North East shipowners to sign up Lancashire investors in the late Victorian era.

	Table 1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Regional investment in North East 64ths shipping, 1895
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Ports of registry
	
	
	
	

	
	Hartlepools
	Middlesbrough
	N Shields
	
	Newcastle
	S Shields
	
	Stockton
	
	Sunderland

	
	tonnage
	%
	tonnage
	%
	tonnage
	%
	tonnage
	%
	tonnage
	%
	tonnage
	%
	tonnage
	%

	investing 'region'
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	

	Tyneside
	     6,046 
	1.9
	       696 
	2.9
	      51,574 
	60.1
	  103,291 
	52.3
	    19,857 
	75.8
	 
	
	     7,230 
	3.8

	Hartlepools
	  166,041 
	53.0
	    2,902 
	11.9
	           120 
	0.1
	     3,945 
	2.0
	          13 
	0.1
	          34 
	0.2
	     3,162 
	1.7

	Wearside
	     1,523 
	0.5
	         78 
	0.3
	        2,982 
	3.5
	     7,916 
	4.0
	        169 
	0.6
	        317 
	2.2
	  124,068 
	65.1

	London
	   26,513 
	8.5
	    1,750 
	7.2
	        3,213 
	3.7
	    22,182 
	11.2
	     1,498 
	5.7
	        973 
	6.7
	     7,044 
	3.7

	Yorks, W
	   22,824 
	7.3
	       191 
	0.8
	        1,821 
	2.1
	     4,640 
	2.4
	          93 
	0.4
	        782 
	5.4
	     9,294 
	4.9

	Lancs
	   16,999 
	5.4
	       253 
	1.0
	        5,015 
	5.8
	     9,701 
	4.9
	        160 
	0.6
	        959 
	6.6
	     4,143 
	2.2

	Durham
	   11,266 
	3.6
	    1,348 
	5.5
	        2,921 
	3.4
	     3,847 
	1.9
	        465 
	1.8
	        771 
	5.3
	    14,601 
	7.7

	Teesside
	   11,159 
	3.6
	   12,933 
	53.0
	           565 
	0.7
	        434 
	0.2
	     1,021 
	3.9
	     6,921 
	47.4
	        126 
	0.1

	Yorks, N
	     9,010 
	2.9
	       621 
	2.5
	        2,105 
	2.5
	     4,885 
	2.5
	 
	
	     1,883 
	12.9
	     1,158 
	0.6

	Scotland
	     4,295 
	1.4
	       534 
	2.2
	        4,717 
	5.5
	     4,078 
	2.1
	        713 
	2.7
	        146 
	1.0
	     3,201 
	1.7

	others
	   37,426 
	12.0
	    3,091 
	13.0
	      10,772 
	13.0
	    32,448 
	16.0
	     2,190 
	8.0
	     1,831 
	12.0
	    16,423 
	9.0

	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	

	Total
	  313,103 
	100
	   24,396 
	100
	      85,804 
	100
	  197,368 
	100
	    26,181 
	100
	    14,617 
	100
	  190,450 
	100

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Middlesbrough and Stockton are Teesside ports; N. Shields, S. Shields & Newcastle are Tyneside ports

	Tonnage: these figures are calculated from the net tonnages given in the source
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Source: Turnbull's shipping register, 1895
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	Regional investment in North East joint stock shipping companies, 1895
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Company base
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Blyth
	
	Hartlepools
	
	Middlesbrough
	N Shields
	
	Newcastle
	
	S Shields
	
	Stockton
	
	Sunderland
	

	
	capital
	
	capital
	
	capital
	
	capital
	
	capital
	
	capital
	
	capital
	
	capital
	

	
	£
	%
	£
	%
	£
	%
	£
	%
	£
	%
	£
	%
	£
	%
	£
	%

	investing 'region'
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	

	Tyneside
	    17,596 
	25.9
	        3,867 
	1.1
	           724 
	0.4
	    12,714 
	66.6
	        569,334 
	33.9
	       64,895 
	44.5
	 
	
	       34,720 
	3.8

	Wearside
	      2,644 
	3.9
	           989 
	0.3
	           883 
	0.5
	      2,515 
	13.2
	          33,519 
	2.0
	         1,060 
	0.7
	 
	
	     445,998 
	48.2

	London
	      8,558 
	12.6
	      22,636 
	6.2
	      12,277 
	6.8
	         272 
	1.4
	        196,962 
	11.7
	         7,502 
	5.1
	            790 
	6.6
	       54,801 
	5.9

	Yorks, W
	      2,461 
	3.6
	      11,822 
	3.3
	        7,671 
	4.3
	 
	
	        162,113 
	9.7
	         1,460 
	1.0
	 
	
	     108,583 
	11.7

	Lancs
	    13,021 
	19.2
	      12,712 
	3.5
	        2,466 
	1.4
	 
	
	        125,615 
	7.5
	         2,120 
	1.5
	 
	
	       67,565 
	7.3

	Durham
	           94 
	0.1
	      15,298 
	4.2
	      31,609 
	17.5
	 
	
	          57,459 
	3.4
	       30,922 
	21.2
	         1,481 
	12.4
	       31,538 
	3.4

	US
	 
	
	    118,833 
	32.8
	 
	
	 
	
	            1,023 
	0.1
	 
	
	 
	
	            600 
	0.1

	Hartlepools
	           95 
	0.1
	    107,837 
	29.8
	        1,527 
	0.8
	 
	
	            1,158 
	0.1
	            890 
	0.6
	 
	
	         2,142 
	0.2

	Yorks, N
	         650 
	1.0
	      14,806 
	4.1
	      15,163 
	8.4
	 
	
	          47,039 
	2.8
	         3,400 
	2.3
	         1,383 
	11.6
	       20,290 
	2.2

	Northumberland
	      4,124 
	6.1
	 
	
	           190 
	0.1
	         306 
	1.6
	          73,620 
	4.4
	       10,701 
	7.3
	 
	
	         1,999 
	0.2

	Teesside
	 
	
	        5,306 
	1.5
	      67,116 
	37.2
	 
	
	            6,345 
	0.4
	         2,160 
	1.5
	         6,419 
	53.7
	         3,941 
	0.4

	Scotland
	      1,509 
	2.2
	        8,344 
	2.3
	        3,011 
	1.7
	 
	
	          31,536 
	1.9
	         1,060 
	0.7
	            691 
	5.8
	       31,005 
	3.4

	Tyne Valley
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	         170 
	0.9
	          39,177 
	2.3
	         7,020 
	4.8
	 
	
	 
	

	Cumberland
	      1,692 
	2.5
	           749 
	0.2
	           750 
	0.4
	 
	
	          26,159 
	1.6
	         2,300 
	1.6
	 
	
	         4,339 
	0.5

	other
	    15,441 
	22.7
	      39,000 
	10.8
	      36,933 
	20.5
	      3,127 
	16.4
	        306,215 
	18.3
	       10,503 
	7.2
	         1,186 
	9.9
	     117,591 
	12.7

	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	

	Total
	    67,885 
	100.0
	    362,200 
	100.0
	    180,320 
	100.0
	    19,103 
	100.0
	     1,677,272 
	100.0
	     145,994 
	100.0
	       11,950 
	100.0
	     925,111 
	100.0

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Capital: these figures are calculated from the paid-up share capital (rounded to the nearest £)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Middlesbrough and Stockton are Teesside ports; N. Shields, S. Shields & Newcastle are Tyneside ports

	Source: Turnbull's shipping register, 1895
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Table 3 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Origins of new ships built for major Tyneside steamship firms to 1914
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	Firm
	
	

	
	James Hall
	William Milburn
	Moor Line
	James Knott (Prince) 
	Red R SS Co
	Stag Line

	
	tonnage
	tonnage
	tonnage
	tonnage
	tonnage
	tonnage

	Building location
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Blyth 
	
	
	             4,331 
	               5,709 
	            29,183 
	

	Clyde 
	
	
	
	             11,484 
	
	

	Germany 
	
	
	
	               2,871 
	
	

	Hartlepools 
	            5,157 
	
	             3,069 
	
	
	

	Tees 
	            1,963 
	
	           20,029 
	               7,218 
	
	

	Tyne 
	          51,280 
	           133,179 
	           79,239 
	             71,465 
	            28,790 
	          65,282 

	Wales 
	
	
	
	
	                 834 
	

	Wear 
	          23,775 
	            20,206 
	           81,487 
	           142,763 
	            23,103 
	          22,867 

	Whitby 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	          83,335 
	           153,385 
	          188,155 
	           241,510 
	            84,236 
	          88,149 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Source: calculated from N. L. Middlemiss, Travels of the Tramps (4 vols, Newcastle, 1989-93)
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