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The Layer Keeper 
 

The mud deposit in the river had been known from earliest 
times as the ‘layer’. A common occurrence in many ports. A 
combination of fine mud, silt, and small pebbles, it was consid-
ered an asset if it was extensive throughout the commercial area, 
enabling ships to sit comfortably at low tide. On a seventeenth 
century ship every joint, peg, mortise, and dovetail creaked and 
groaned as the ship floated. Much more intense was the stress if 
the ship was beached. Strain of the sea soft timbers opened 
joints and caused timbers to warp and spring. Oakum would 
spring from the planks. The crew would need to continually plug 
crevices with fresh oakum, hot pine pitch and tar - a constant 
battle.  
It was evident from the 1500s that careless dropping of ballast in 
the Town Reach was beginning to have a detrimental effect on 
the quality of the layer. Equally, the same material 
was contributing in no small way to the deposition 
at the mouth of the bay, increasing the height of 
the bar and reducing the depth of water available 
at high tide. Various ordinances were passed to 
enable the layer keeper to police the situation and 
discourage ships from discharging their ballast in 
inappropriate areas.  
 
The first appointment of Layer Keepers was in 
1583, in some years the harvest of fines from er-
rant ships was quite extensive. Robert Porter of 
Watchet was fined 2s.6d. in 1624 for getting 
caught ‘heaving ballast into the river.’  

Left: A fifteenth century merchant-
man. No change in hull shape but 
added sophistication in the rigging 
and the addition of a fore mast. She 
has also developed an extra deck. 

Above: By the 1600s, the Swan-
sea coal trade dominated the 
Bristol Channel. Towards the end 
of the century, even closer rela-
tionships were developed with 
the growing industrial regions of 
Bristol and Dublin. By the 1630s, 
over 12,000 tons of coal was ex-
ported every year. Ships taking 
coal out brought back salt, can-
vas, oakum, wine, fish, soap, bar-
ley, wheat, rye, figs, vinegar and 
raisins. 
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Early Quays and 
Docks 
 
As the port trade increased, it 
became desirable for easier 
unloading facilities to be pro-
vided. As various owners 
leased different parts of the 
Strand they built or rebuilt the 
river banks to suit their own 
preferences. A variety of differ-
ent quays and wharves were 

built. Often at different heights 
to reflect the variety of boats 
using the port. Any small 
stream or inlet into the Town 
Reach was pressed into service 
as a primitive dock. In the late 
1500s, two new quays were 
built in response to increasing 
demand from the burgesses. In 
1615, the then Port Reeve, 
Thomas Walter built another 
quay at his own expense. Once 
built the quays were consid-
ered important assets for the 
town. Anyone found damaging 
them was liable to be fined 
quite heavily. In 1618 a Breton 
was fined 3s. for ‘breaking of 
the quay.' The surviving evi-
dence suggests that foreign 
traders were fined quite heav-
ily for such misdemeanours, 

although probably not too 
much lest they be discouraged 
from using the port to trade! 
 
In 1624 comes the first refer-
ence to a dock. These first 
docks were ‘dry docks’ in the 
sense that they were merely 
shipping places cut into the 
river bank and lined with bet-
ter quality wharves. There was 
no attempt to build lock gates 
to impound water to enable 
the boat to remain afloat re-
gardless of the state of the tide. 
The hope was that the dock 
would accumulate soft mud 
and produce a good layer for 
ships to settle in. Whilst other 
large ports such as Bristol and 
Liverpool were investigating 
the viability of 'wet docks' or 

'floats', any momentum for 
such progress in Swansea was 
discouraged by the nature of 
the ships used for the coal 
trade - small, squat designs ca-
pable of using tidal harbours 
with little or no damage. 
 

Above: A detail from Paul Padley’s 
view of the town in the 1790s, 
showing the crowded public quays. 
Left: Part of B. Jones’ map show-
ing the Town Reach in the 1770s, 
indented with numerous docks and 
quays. 
Below: The early and primitive port 
of Faversham in Kent. A port which 
still possesses a ‘layer’ similar to 
that at Swansea in the 1700s. 


