
 

 

HISTORY OF THE ISLE OF DOGS 

 by Philip Lenanton, 12 March 2026 
 

If ever a name were famous in London’s docklands complex, it was Lenanton, or, 

more precisely, John Lenanton & Sons, timber merchants, possessing a fine fleet 
of articulated lorries in British racing green, but this talk covered far more than 
mere family firm nostalgia. 
 
Marshy land had been turned into embankments during Roman times, and later 
“inning” (reclamation) allowed for a fortified centre of trade, the peninsula known 
as the Isle of Dogs becoming synonymous with port operation, particularly once 
the docks were “cut” in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 
 
The West India Dock opened in 1802, quickly followed by the London Docks, the 
East India Dock, Surrey Commercial Docks, and St Katharine’s Docks, the Royal 
Docks adding to that number in 1880. Cargoes varied in each dock, but spices, 
tea, tobacco, wine, brandy, timber, small imports, and premium goods were 
landed, London eventually becoming the most famous docks in the world (in 
decades not long past, together with New York and Rotterdam’s Europoort, 
forming the top three). Such cargoes were valuable, subject to pilfering, so the 
docks became walled, such enclosure providing greater security. Indeed, the 
areas known as Millwall and Blackwall take their names from this practice of 
walling the docks.  
 
John Lenanton, a Portsmouth boy [like all the best people], founded his company 
in 1837, an enterprise which ran for nearly 160 years, almost as many years after 
John’s death, in 1917, as before it. He modernised, with electrification, the 
handling and milling of timber, specialising in softwoods. His late father, Thomas, 
had been a shipwright to the Georgian Navy in the mid-18th century. 
 
During John’s time, he witnessed the Black Friday of 1866, leading to the death 
knell of shipbuilding, the National Dock Strike of 1889, and the fitting-out of 
Endurance for Ernest Shackleton’s polar expedition of 1914. Mercifully, he was 
spared the bombing of September 1940, when the docks were set alight and 
blazed for days on end, and the rather inane unilateral declaration of 
independence (UDI) by the docks of March 1970, which outraged local 
womenfolk and was a regular topic for discussion on the television news. 
 
Ultimately, there came a crisis and recession from 1988 to 1995; Lenanton’s 
purchase of wood under what is termed forward contracts, suffered, but, in 
common with everyone else at the time, it experienced boom and bust (Lawson 
Boom), galloping inflation, the ERM, Black Monday (1987), a severe recession 
from 1990 to 1992, and the housing market crash of 1995. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Trade declined massively, in any event not aided by the fact that the docks never 
properly recovered from Second World War damage, along with a lack of 
investment, so the new, revolutionary concept of containerisation took business 
away to other ports, particularly Tilbury (Essex) and Felixstowe (Suffolk). 
 
Lenanton’s owned six acres of land, which increased in value, and was marketed 
for sale. Although the proceeds were syndicated from all over, the main 
purchasers were Galliard Homes and the London Fire Brigade. Lenanton’s bank 
loans were paid and cleared, a limited overdraft was granted (yet soon 
withdrawn), a CVA was declared, leading to Administration, attended by the 
spectre of the arrival of Coopers & Lybrand, and thus the end came for John 
Lenanton & Sons. 
 
However, one cannot erase history, so the name of Lenanton, to those of us who 
remember the firm, will always be synonymous with a long-established company 
whose loyal staff were well looked after, working with timber as a leading firm 
based in the heart of the (at one-time) greatest port on earth, created out of the 
centuries ago reclamation of Stepney Marsh, turning it into the Isle of Dogs (or 
should that be Docks?). 
Stefan Gatward  

 

 


