


You showed me nutmegs and nutmeg husks,
Ostrich feathers and elephant tusks,
Hundreds of tons of costly tea,
Packed in wood by the Cingalee,
And a myriad of drugs which disagree,
Cinnamon, myrrh, and mace you showed,
Golden Paradise birds that glowed,
More cigars than a man could count, 
And a billion cloves in an odorous mount,
And choice port wine from a bright glass fount.
You showed, for a most delightful hour, 
The wealth of the world and London’s power.
John Masefield (1878–1967), Poet Laureate
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THE LANGUAGE OF CARGOES

London Dock, by St George, forms the next chapter in a fascinating story 
of evolution: evolution of a city; of public and private space; of global trade; 
of artistic and architectural interplay.

A key consideration for architects Patel Taylor when creating this ‘new piece of 
city’ has been to plan for the future while honouring London Dock’s rich history. 
Its varied uses have encompassed a world of change, from Roman occupation to 
newspaper publishing, but the site’s pivotal role in the emergence of London’s 
docklands has been its most enduring legacy. To communicate the essence of this 
diverse history, St George commissioned artist Gordon Young, whose distinctive 
vision has enriched public spaces across the UK for over two decades.

In researching the heritage of London Dock, Gordon Young found himself entranced 
by the docks’ tariff-books from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Preserved 
by the Museum of London Docklands, these volumes document quantities and 
duties payable for an astonishing range of cargoes unloaded at the quayside and 
stored in vast warehouses which contained, as John Masefield put it after a visit in 
1914, ‘the wealth of the world and London’s power’. At first sight these tabulations 
of rates and charges might seem to be the dusty administrivia of customs and 
excise – hardly a rich storehouse of artistic inspiration. Yet an absorbing poetry 
emerges from these lists of historical cargo records, inviting the modern-day reader 
to wonder what it might mean to import caroline, what paroches were used for, 
and whether aloe of penguin might be animal, vegetable or mineral. Incorporating 
influences from Umberto Eco’s The Infinity of Lists and the artistic movement of 
De Stijl, the idea for Trading Words took shape.

To lift these intriguing terms from the pages of history and embed them into the 
physical setting of a public artwork required careful consideration in their selection 
and presentation. For this, Gordon Young turned instinctively to typographical 
innovators Why Not Associates, having previously collaborated with them on 
numerous large-scale works for public spaces, including Morecambe’s Flock 
of Words and Blackpool’s Comedy Carpet. Bustling with archaic spellings and 
unfamiliar forms, it’s easy to see that the words themselves – not only the cargoes 
they represent – were imported from around the world. In realising the visual 
potential of this language of cargoes, Gordon Young and Why Not Associates 
have thoughtfully complemented the placemaking at the heart of the vision for 
London Dock.

To see the overall result is to experience an artwork which is both monumental 
and fitting: in form and concept, Trading Words perfectly evokes a history which 
is in every way as diverse as London’s present, and in every way as diverse as the 
promise of London’s future.

The Western Dock of the 
London Docks, viewed from 
the Wine Gauging Ground, 
around 1895
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THE EMPORIUM OF THE WORLD
Chris Ellmers
Founding Director, Museum in Docklands 
(now Museum of London Docklands)

The Romans first settled the raised gravel river terrace that is now the City of London 
around AD 50 and developed London’s earliest port. Although Roman troops left 
Britain in AD 410, and the walled town was progressively abandoned, Saxon settlers 
established the beach market settlement of Lundenwic along what is now Aldwych 
and the Strand. Whilst the Venerable Bede described this as ‘the mart of many 
nations’, Viking attacks forced the Saxons back to the old walled City, around AD 
886, where a new port developed.

A constantly improving City waterfront remained the focus of London’s expanding 
port activity. By 1558, when London already had half the nation’s overseas trade, 
twenty Legal Quays had been established – between London Bridge and the Tower 
– to handle cargoes and collect customs dues. A series of customs-controlled 
Sufferance Wharves followed in the eighteenth century.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the port was transformed by purpose-
built cargo-handling docks east of the City. These massive, sometimes architecturally 
spectacular, enclosed docks effectively usurped the previously dominant role of the 
old riverside Legal Quays and Sufferance Wharves in the handling of dutiable and 
valuable cargoes. This ‘London dock mania’ transformed the port and marked the 
beginnings of what was to become London Docklands. 

The London Dock opened at Wapping in 1805. Along with the West India Docks 
(1802) and the East India Docks (1806), it was given a lucrative trading monopoly 
on some of the most valuable taxable cargoes coming into London. The London 
Dock Act of June 1800 provided for a twenty-one-year monopoly on tobacco, 
wines, brandy, spirits and rice – excepting those from the East and West Indies. This 
greatly eased the London Dock Company’s problem of securing its initial £1.2 million 
development funding. Much of the site had been cleared by the beginning of 1802 
and excavation work began in spring, with the foundation stone being laid, amidst 
much ceremony, on 26 June 1802. Almost one million cubic yards of excavated spoil 
were removed by hundreds of labourers, horses and a steam haulage engine.

By January 1805 the original single-storey timber-framed Tobacco Warehouse at 
the eastern end of the dock had been completed, along with the westernmost of 
the majestic North Quay warehouses, while the other four were said to be ‘nearly 
finished’. One commentator remarked that when complete, ‘The whole will form 
the grandest Commercial Dock in Europe.’

The dock was formally opened on 30 January 1805. The Perseverance, loaded with 
Oporto wine, was the first vessel into the dock. She was impressively dressed with 
the flags of the twenty-four nations friendly to Britain during the war with France 
and her allies. Whilst many dignitaries attended and bands played rousing music – 
including ‘God Save the King’ and ‘Rule, Britannia!’ – the weather might well have 
been orchestrated by Napoleon. The Perseverance had to be hauled to her moorings 
through thick ice, wind and snow. Despite these inclement hiccups, the promoters 
had succeeded in their objective of realising their dock ‘as near as may be to the City 
of London and seat of commerce’. 

The five North Quay warehouses were amongst the finest ever built. Constructed 
of brick and stone, they had four floors – with timber beams, joists, floorboards and 
supporting stanchions – over vaults. Within ten years of opening, more warehouses 

Tobacco Warehouse, 
Penny Magazine, 1841

Opposite: Merchants 
inspecting a consignment of 
cinnamon, London Dock, 1903

Previous: The Imports of 
Great Britain from France, 
Louis-Philippe Boitard, 1757
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Arrival of the steamship 
Loudoun Castle at London 
Dock after a maiden voyage 
carrying tea from China, 
Illustrated London News, 1877

had been added, including the brick-built Pennington Street ‘Sheds’, the South Quay 
Stacks and the massive and innovative New Tobacco Warehouse. Engineering work 
was completed with the Eastern Dock (1828), the Shadwell Entrance (1832) and the 
Shadwell New Basin and Lock (1854–58), by which time the docks covered ninety-
nine acres, of which thirty-nine were water. 

At the Western Dock an 800-foot-long central jetty with two massive cargo sheds, 
completed in 1838, created additional working space. A multi-storey Bottling 
Warehouse was built west of the South Quay Stacks in 1824–25. In 1844–45 a Tea 
Warehouse was built close to the dock entrance and the Wool Warehouse was 
improved and heightened in 1849–50. On the West Quay mid-Victorian warehouses 
– five floors in height, over vaults – were built to store spices and other valuable 
cargoes. These contrasted dramatically with the low warehouses and sheds around 
the Eastern Dock used to store sugar, rum, oil, coir and guano. 

Not surprisingly, tobacco, wines, brandy, spirits and rice dominated the trade of 
the dock during its monopoly period (1805–26) and way beyond. Tobacco was 
hugely important and it was reckoned that some 24,000 hogsheads of tobacco, 
each weighing around half a ton, could be housed in the New Tobacco Warehouse. 
Damaged sections were cut away with large ‘garbling’ knives so as to avoid duty 
payment. Damaged tobacco was carefully burned, under strict customs supervision, 
in a special kiln known as the ‘King’s’ or ‘Queen’s Tobacco Pipe’, depending on 
the monarch. The ‘Pipe’ was also used to destroy other damaged and contraband 
cargoes. On one occasion 900 Austrian hams were burned and on another 45,000 
pairs of French gloves.

Beneath the early warehouses were vast systems of vaults, covering some 20 acres, 
given over to the storage of wines, port, sherry, brandy and other spirits. Close to the 
main entrance was the large open Wine Gauging Ground where imported casks were 
measured (gauged) and sampled by customs and dock officials, assisted by coopers. 

As well as the valuable monopoly cargoes, the London Dock Company was allowed 
to handle other dutiable cargoes, not coming from the East and West Indies, in its 
bonded warehouses. In 1819, for instance, dock rates covered some 240 main items 
of dry cargoes – ranging alphabetically from alum (a chemical product of aluminium 
shale) to zaffre (a blue pigment made by roasting cobalt ore). Tucked away in the 
list of rates, and in the warehouses themselves, were rare, exotic, valuable and even 
hazardous commodities, including: amber; anchovies; arsenic; balsam; cantharides 
(green blister beetles, or ‘Spanish fly’, used as a highly dangerous aphrodisiac); 
caviar; cowries (small shells); elephants’ teeth (tusks); ginseng root; mace; manna 
(dried sap of the ash used as a laxative); opium; quicksilver (mercury); sac saturni 
(an African resin thought to heal wounds and ulcers); and snake root (a medicinal 
plant used as a supposed antidote to snake bite). Perhaps the most bizarre charge 
was the five shillings made to land a ‘corpse’. 

Some truly remarkable cargo volumes were handled. On 30 June 1849, for example, 
the following alcoholic beverages were in bonded storage: 14,783 pipes, 4,460 
hogsheads and 3,161 quarter casks of port; 13,107 hogsheads of sherry; 796 pipes of 
Cape wine; 64 pipes of French wine; 7,607 cases of bottled wine; 10,113 hogsheads 
of brandy; and 3,643 casks of rum. The Tea Warehouse could store 120,000 chests 
of tea unloaded from fast clipper ships. In 1850 the Wool Warehouse would have 

A sugar sampler working in 
the docks, 1950

handled many of the 130,000 bales of wool discharged at the dock. Within the port, 
the London Docks then not only dominated the wool and tea trades, but also imports 
from the United States, the Mediterranean and the Levant, Portugal, Spain, France, 
Africa, the Cape and Australia. 

From the middle of the 1820s, the progressive loss of dock company monopolies, 
a growing free trade movement, relaxation of customs warehousing restrictions and 
the building of new docks – combined with the fact that lighters could freely access 
the docks to remove ships’ cargoes – made for a less certain business environment. 
Ever increasing competition between the docks, and between them and the riverside 
wharves, resulted in a number of dock company amalgamations. In 1864 the London 
and St Katharine Dock Companies merged – as the London & St Katharine Dock 
Company – and purchased the modern Victoria Dock, which had opened downriver 
in 1855. 

The London Dock was a high-security area, surrounded by tall brick ‘customs walls’. 
The entrances were guarded by dock company police, by customs officers and by 
excise officers, who had a range of stop-and-search powers over dockworkers and 
seamen. As shipping arrivals were seasonal, the dock company retained only a 
small core of permanent labourers, supplemented by preferable labourers and large 
numbers of casual men. In 1851 the company employed 350 officers and clerks and 
a further 3,185 ‘inferior servants’ – including all of the labourers – besides 300 or so 
customs and excise men. Henry Mayhew described the dreadful conditions of the 
daily call-on at the London Docks, with starving casual labourers jostling, pushing 
and scuffling for the chance of work on the valuable and exotic cargoes that arrived 
there. These evils became one of the factors behind the 1889 Dock Strike.

From the docks’ main entrance Ratcliffe Highway ran eastwards along the line of 
an old Roman road. It had long featured a distinctly maritime air and this intensified 
with the expansion of London’s shipping and dock-building. Wapping and Ratcliffe 
Highway formed the core of London’s ‘Sailortown’, where a maze of streets, lanes 
and alleys backed onto the riverside wharves and docks. Here were to be found ship 
chandlers, curio sellers, slop sellers, sailors’ lodging houses, alehouses, gin shops, 
brothels, slum houses, cook shops, wild animal shops and pawnshops. The world-
famous Jamrach’s Menagerie, which dealt in both animals and curios imported 
through the docks, added a particular air of excitement to the Highway – especially 
as both a tiger and an alligator are known to have escaped.
 
To the mid-Victorian religious evangelical and social reformers, however, the 
visiting sailors were poor dupes, little better than children, wickedly exploited by 
a combination of crimps, prostitutes, pimps, publicans, shopkeepers and lodging-
house keepers. The Highway was seen as debased, exotic and foreign – a place of 
otherness, set apart from the rest of London. The reality, of course, was different: 
few sailors were innocents abroad, and most locals generally treated them with 
respect and honesty. 

In the face of continued competition, the London & St Katharine Dock Company 
merged as the London & India Docks Company in 1901. Shortly before this a 
Royal Commission was established to enquire into widespread concerns over the 
management and failings of the port. This resulted in the formation of the Port of 
London Authority in 1909, to run the river and most of the enclosed docks.
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Dock workers pose to record the last 
barrel out of the London Docks, 1969

Opposite: A baby elephant is hoisted 
ashore at King George Dock, 1947

Although numerous improvements subsequently took place at the London Docks, 
much of its trade remained the same as in Victorian times. After a visit there in 1925, 
E. V. Lucas advised fellow Londoners to get access and then to:

climb to the Spice floor, and in this fragrant spot begin to realise what a bouquet 
of scents the Dock can spread... On the Spice floor the scents are rich and Eastern, 
the prevailing one being that of cinnamon, which mingles with mace and cloves, 
but over-masters all... Elsewhere you will find all the heavily-scented oils that are 
used chiefly in medicine, the conquering hero being of course eucalyptus. Then the 
great iodine room with its hint of hospital wards...

The walls of the Iodine Warehouse, in the Pennington Street Sheds, were stained 
a deep yellow. Other drugs were more pleasant to handle and they came in a wide 
range of packaging. Bitter aloes – a tropical leaf used in laxatives – came from 
Zanzibar in dried monkey skins.

Extensive wartime bombing, along with post-war developments in cargo-handling 
and increases in ship size, threatened the role of the older upriver docks, where 
working space, lock entrances and the depth of water were all very limited. New 
facilities, however, were installed at the London Docks, including the Bulk Wine 
Terminal (1958–59) which could hold 800,000 gallons of wine. By the middle of 
the 1960s the London Docks had improved berths, with ninety electric and hydraulic 
cranes, as well as electric trucks, fork-lift trucks and tractors for moving cargoes. 

On 30 September 1968, a decade after the building of the Bulk Wine Terminal, the 
London Docks closed to shipping. The last cask left the Crescent Vaults the following 
January, with a small group of managers, vault men and coopers proudly posing for a 
last press photograph. A far cry from the big bang of opening, the docks closed with 
something of a whimper that ended a way of life that had existed for exactly 
163 years. 

Decay and decline then set in. Despite some valiant attempts to save them, most 
of the historic warehouses were demolished and the water areas infilled. Only 
the remaining Pennington Street and Tobacco Warehouses were saved. News 
International subsequently relocated from Fleet Street in the 1980s; after twenty-
two years of production, the last newspapers came off the Wapping presses in 
April 2008.
 
St George acquired the London Docks in 2013, to create a new open, mixed-use 
development – including new homes, new commercial and public spaces, with an 
active arts, community and cultural plan, encompassing Trading Words – to begin 
the next and exciting new chapter in the evolving history of London Dock.
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Gordon Young research notes: 
definitions of goods imported 
into the London docks 
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DRAGON’S BLOOD
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Having entered school with many inhibitions, he managed to leave it as a confident 
student, going on to study Fine Art at Coventry Polytechnic and then at the Royal 
College of Art. He acknowledges a debt to the late Tim Threlfall, who was his tutor 
at Coventry, and at the RCA he also came into contact with Bernard Meadows (1915–
2005), who at that time was Head of Sculpture. Young also established a lifelong 
friendship with the British sculptor Richard Deacon.

Although committed to life as an artist, Gordon Young also became curious about 
education and approaches to learning, prompted by the difficult experiences of his 
early school days. Postgraduate studies in Art Education helped him to hone his 
communication skills and to consider further the importance of the arts in education 
and the community. There followed a highly successful period of teaching, which 
acted as a bridge to his work as a curator at Yorkshire Sculpture Park (YSP) and a 
founding director at the fledgling Welsh Sculpture Trust. 

At YSP and in Wales he had an opportunity to work with a range of artists, from 
Elisabeth Frink to David Nash, studying their different approaches to studio practice 
and the making and siting of work. In Wales the politics and administration, the 
coordination of funding and organising exhibitions and projects were at times 
frustrating, but also invaluable in terms of the future management of massive 
projects in Blackpool and other urban centres. However, the demands of working 
in the arts left little time for his own work and so he decided, despite the 
unpredictability of the business, to become a full-time artist. In his Somerset 
studio he started to stitch together the diverse experiences of the last few years 
to assimilate his understanding of art, his deep convictions and concern for people, 
along with a love and fascination for materials. Out of this a strong stream of work 
started to emerge in the form of drawings and carvings; commissions and 
exhibitions followed. Whilst his drawings were exquisite, stone seemed to emerge as 
the chosen material, as Young taught himself to hack and carve both small and huge 
chunks into sculptures.

Social justice has always preoccupied Gordon Young: how to change, how to 
improve our environment and our understanding of others. Being an artist is a real 
job for Young and as large commissions started to appear, he had an opportunity to 
harness his broader interests and to engage with the wider skill sets that coincided 
with the emergence of a new attitude towards public commissions, including a 
greater concern to involve artists in large urban developments. Working with 
planners, architects and engineers, artists were encouraged to create works that 
interacted more closely with the public. Although a strong and original thinker, 
Young enjoys what he has described as the ‘pack activity’ of art, such as assembling 
a team with wide-ranging skills. He loves to learn from others who are not only 
essential to the technical and planning processes, but are also important to the 
creative development as thoughts and ideas are bandied backwards and forwards 
in search of a solution. The late Italian sculptor Giò Pomodoro (1930–2002) often 
referred to the shadows of the great artists: the scalpellini who, over the centuries, 
have helped artists turn stone into sculptures; the glass masters of Murano; or 
bronze casters throughout the world. Sol LeWitt, an artist much admired by Gordon 
Young, was apparently happy for his technicians to interpret loosely some of his 
intentions. Although Young’s approach differs, he is still keener than most artists 
for technical teams to emerge from the shadows.

Flock of Words
Morecambe, 2003

GORDON YOUNG – 
A VERY PUBLIC ARTIST
Peter Murray CBE
Founding Director of Yorkshire Sculpture Park

Art – and some artists in particular – are big business, with works changing hands 
for staggering, some would say obscene, amounts of money as collectors vie with 
each other to obtain what they consider to be twenty-first-century masterpieces. 
A good example is Balloon Dog (Orange) by Jeff Koons, which sold in 2013 at 
Christie’s in New York for $58.4 million. Art, however, operates at many levels. 
So while art and commerce are often intricately linked, the practice of many artists 
extends beyond this into public spaces. 

Art in public places has, over the centuries, acted as a means of communication, 
of marking an important moment in time or the achievements of particular 
individuals. Western cathedrals, churches and places of worship are full of works 
conveying religious messages which in many instances continue to resonate today 
with a different, less religious audience. The expressive powers of these works are 
rarely matched by the bronze statues made in memory of politicians or military 
personnel, which litter the streets of London and other European capitals.

Since the birth of Modernism there have been many attempts to bring contemporary 
art out of the galleries and museums into town squares, parks and the landscape. 
Despite many innovative and thoughtful projects, controversy has continued to stalk 
public art projects. In 1988 Antony Gormley’s Brick Man proposal for Leeds was 
rejected by local politicians and failed to obtain planning permission. Following this 
negative experience, Gateshead Council had to work hard to persuade him to create 
the Angel of the North (1998) which, after a rocky start, was lovingly embraced by 
the public and has become a landmark for the North East. This outrage, which 
swiftly turned into affection, may well have been a turning-point in terms of 
attitudes towards public act projects.

There are some artists, however, who have made the decision to focus almost 
exclusively on the public realm; artists who have learned from the various attempts 
to make art part of everyday life, from the post-war Battersea Park sculpture 
exhibitions through to the Angel of the North. One of the most successful of these 
practitioners is Gordon Young, an artist committed to making art public: art for 
everyone. He has developed a deep understanding of how to create works which 
are rooted in their location – spaces for people to enjoy, reflect and contemplate. 
Without compromise he has made some remarkable public art projects in the UK 
and beyond.

Young has spent several decades wrestling with the issues around creating public 
art, works which become part of daily life, which have total public exposure, which – 
by their very nature – demand public intervention, such as the TERN Project in 
Morecambe. Breath-taking in scale, his Flock of Words pavement connects the 
seafront to the town. Words and galleries without walls have become intriguing 
features of his practice. However, this was not always the case, as in early life words 
represented huge difficulties for him. At school in Carlisle, Young could not spell and 
had difficulty in pronouncing key words. Little was known about dyslexia in the 
1960s and he was deemed to be ‘backwards’ or, as he puts it, ‘thick’. Always 
resourceful, Young found ways through sport (particularly running and football) to 
establish himself with his peer group. He also refined his drawing skills, enabling him 
to draw objects more quickly than some could write down their names. Despite 
what he recalls as humiliating experiences of English at school, Young – perversely – 
developed a passion for literature and poetry which continues to enrich and feed his 
agile mind and fertile imagination. 

Cursing Stone and Reiver Pavement
Carlisle, 2001
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Commissioned by Young’s long-term collaborator, architect Andrew Taylor of Patel 
Taylor, and the award-winning developer St George, Trading Words is the history of 
the London Docks in a physical world held together by words and numbers: 
inventories, balance sheets, names, reports, records of goods and ships entering 
and leaving London. Words, some of which are now synonymous with docklands, 
others rediscovered reminders of things well forgotten, such as ‘bear’s grease’, an 
ointment supposed to help prevent baldness. Young and Altmann understand how 
today, more than ever, we are bombarded with letters on a daily basis, but feel that 
the selection and presentation of certain words has the potential to halt us in our 
tracks, often inviting us to fill in the gaps which lead to different histories and 
meanings. Artists have varying ways of imagining the world, of handling and 
presenting material. Tapping into the history of the London Docks, the artists have 
chosen words rather than images to explore and express the nature of the content 
which was the material of docklands, the conduit for feeding the great city of 
London and beyond. Combined with this was the conceptual trigger of Umberto 
Eco’s book The Infinity of Lists.

Choosing a typographical solution – a walking sculpture of words – requires huge 
amounts of research, which suits the analytical and socially attuned minds of Young 
and Altmann. The longevity of the work will depend on aesthetics, as much as 
content, as history is modelled into a functional sculptural form. Here reference can 
be made to De Stijl, a style of working and thinking which emerged in the 
Netherlands during the First World War. Young has always kept an eye on 
movements which advocate integrated approaches to art and design. Theo van 
Doesburg (1883–1931) was the founder and editor of De Stijl magazine, founded in 
1917, a publication which loosely connected a group of artists, designers and 
architects, including Dutch painter Piet Mondrian, who explored the idealism of 
geometric forms and a palette limited to black, white and primary colours. The style 
was the integral relationship of the parts to the whole, and vice versa, rather than 
fashion. De Stijl had a formative influence on architecture and graphic design prior 
to the Second World War. The Dutch architect J.J.P. Oud was strongly influenced by 
the period and his 1925 Café de Unie in Rotterdam (now destroyed) was a fine 
example of integrating graphics, design and function. The strong, bold, vertical and 
horizontal design of Trading Words references De Stijl in its graphic clarity, 
reinforced by Patel Taylor’s surrounding new buildings. The distribution of the black 
lines might suggest a plan view of streets, or areas to contain the merchandise of 
the past – but they also provide, through the use of oppositions, an aesthetic 
balance which contributes to a formidable visual statement, a statement rooted in 
past and present.

Gordon Young has spent thirty years fine-tuning his art and developing public works 
which have become an integral part of the communities for whom they were 
designed. Fusing studio practice, collaboration, an inquisitive mind and exceptional 
talent into works such as Trading Words, he continues to capture the public 
imagination and adds to our understanding and quality of life.

Piet Mondrian and Michel Seuphor
Picture-Poem, 1928

In 1992 Young was commissioned to create the Fish Trail in Hull: a work that leads 
visitors around a trail illustrating the city’s great fishing tradition. This was one of the 
first times letters – typography – became an important part of his work. It seems, 
however, counter-intuitive that after his early difficulties with words they started to 
infiltrate his work, and have now often become the very image helping to shape and 
model the final form. As a student and in his early conceptual approach he 
developed a firm understanding of artists using text in their work, such as Laurence 
Weiner and the post-modernist Barbara Kruger, as well as Jenny Holzer, whose 
aphorisms and slogans grace billboards, street furniture and museum walls.

As words, social interaction and narrative started to become more important in the 
work of Gordon Young, he met Andy Altmann, a graphic designer who helped to 
found Why Not Associates, the award-winning design studio with an innovative 
approach to typography. They eventually worked together on the Cursing Stone 
and Reiver Pavement, a major project in Gordon Young’s hometown of Carlisle. 
The Reiver Pavement is an eighty-metre path which meanders under a road and was 
made to form a link between Tullie House Museum and Carlisle Castle. Inscribed into 
it are the names of Border Reiver families. The Cursing Stone is a fourteen-ton 
granite boulder that creates a sculptural presence along the pathway. Inscribed into 
it is the Archbishop of Glasgow’s 1525 curse on the Reiver families, whose often 
illegal activities brought terror to the region.

As Young also explored the further concept of the pathway, or sculptures to walk 
on, he worked again with Altmann in Morecambe, where together they created the 
300-metre Flock of Words walkway, utilising proverbs and poems about birds. 
Years later, they joined forces again on the biggest and undoubtedly Young’s most 
successful public work to date, the Comedy Carpet: a sculptural carpet of words 
made for Blackpool Promenade. Reflecting on their relationship, Altmann has said 
that they come from different worlds – art and graphic design – but they arrived at 
something ‘that neither of us could get on our own’, including the remarkable 
Comedy Carpet. Both are interested in popular and social culture and both share 
a passion for comedy and old-time entertainers, so their collaboration seemed a 
perfect match for Blackpool, where together they created one of the UK’s largest 
public artworks. The content comprises punchlines and jokes from a myriad of 
comedians and entertainers who performed in the music halls and theatres of 
Blackpool.

Young and Altmann researched all of the content themselves, finally resulting in 
160,000 letters – a mammoth undertaking, particularly for someone suffering from 
dyslexia. This is a lavish and well-conceived work, a work of art which pays homage 
to mainstream culture. Comedy, according to Young, is a big part of ‘who we are’; it 
has its own history and a very important part of that history in Britain is Blackpool. 
Altmann’s innovative approach to typography helps to hold the design of Young’s 
unique vision together, a vision culled from the experience of galvanising and 
coordinating diverse technical skills over several decades.

Young has always been interested in stories, in significant tales and poetry, 
exploring memories, reflection and knowledge. Over the decades these elements 
have, in varying degrees, fuelled his art and the development of a highly original 
visual vocabulary which is used with great authority in Trading Words. 

Comedy Carpet
Blackpool, 2011
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SWEEPWASHERS’ DIRT
This is often listed in dock records as ‘Sweepwashers’ dirt, 
containing bullion’. A sweepwasher would extract the residue 
of precious metals from the dirt (sweepings) of gold or silver 
refineries.

PARTRIDGE
In the records of the London docks this would not normally 
have referred to the bird. Instead it would have meant 
partridge cane: the wood of Rhapis excelsa, a Chinese palm 
used to make walking sticks.

TOW PICKINGS
Short or broken fibres (typically of flax, hemp or jute) which 
would often be used for yarn, twine or upholstery stuffing.

LAC DYE
A scarlet dye used for clothing, varnishing, cosmetics and 
food colouring. It derives from the resinous secretion of 
various species of lac insects.

LAC LAKE
A red pigment, used in painting, made by precipitating a 
solution of lac dye.

SERGES
Types of durable twill cloth, made of worsted or silk.

DECK DEALS
Planks or boards cut from fir or pine.

LAMPRIES
A lamprey is an eel-like fish with a jawless, sucking mouth, 
used as food or as fishing-bait. The plural would nowadays be 
written as ‘lampreys’.

BURR
Although ‘burr’, or ‘bur’, could refer to the hooked coverings 
of seeds or fruit, in the tariff-books for the London docks it 
means a type of limestone (sometimes also known as 
buhrstone) used for making millstones.

POONACH, POMOCH, OR POONACK
An animal feed formed as a by-product of the coconut oil 
manufacturing process.

ERGOT OF RYE
A fungus, Claviceps purpurea, which grows on rye as well as 
other cereals such as wheat and barley. Believed to be part of 
the rye plant itself until the middle of the nineteenth century, 
it is the source of a number of compounds used in 
pharmaceuticals, as well as of mycotoxins, which can be fatal 
to humans. Ergot alkaloids were the source for the original 
synthesis of LSD, the hallucinogenic drug, in the twentieth 
century.

SARSAPARILLA
A vine native to Central America, used to make medicines and 
soft drinks similar to root beer. As a soft drink, it was widely 
available in temperance bars (where no alcoholic beverages 
were served) during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.

HONES
Whetstones, used for sharpening (honing) knives and other 
edged tools.

NATRON
Natron has had a wide range of uses throughout history, 
including in the preparation of medicines and soap, as a salt, 
in the ancient Egyptian mummification process, and as a 
source of its constituent minerals. Its composition is a mixture 
of sodium carbonate decahydrate, sodium bicarbonate (also 
known as baking soda) and small quantities of sodium 
chloride and sodium sulphate.

RATTANS
Climbing palms with woody stems used for making canes, 
umbrella handles, furniture and baskets. Depending on the 
geographical origin, rattan wood was also known as Malacca 
or Manila.

MUNJEET
One of a number of different names – others include Indian 
madder, common madder and manjistha – for Rubia 
cordifolia, a species of flowering plant in the coffee family. It 
was historically important as a source of red pigment, as well 
as being used in traditional medicine.

BEAR’S GREASE
A treatment widely believed to prevent hair loss, originally 
made from the fat of the brown bear. By the end of the 
nineteenth century its popularity was so great that the 
majority of products sold as bear’s grease were in fact made 
from pig’s fat or other substitutes, due to the insufficient 
supply of real bear’s fat.

PERFUMED DUST
In the records of the London docks, perfumed dust was listed 
as a type of hair powder, and hence subject to the same 
tariffs.

ESPARTO POWDER
Esparto is a fibre produced from Stipa tenacissima or Lygeum 
spartum, two grasses native to southern Europe and northern 
Africa. Esparto can be used for making baskets, ropes and 
paper, but not in powder form; therefore it is possible that in 
the tariff-books of the London docks, esparto referred to 
other plants such as couch grass, extracts of which were used 
for medicinal purposes.

SJAMBOK
A type of whip from South Africa, used for cattle-driving and 
self-defence, and historically for flogging and punishment. It 
is traditionally made from hippopotamus or rhinoceros 
leather, although modern-day equivalents are often made 
from plastic.

JUMBO
A type of bamboo (also known as umbrella bamboo, due to 
the plant’s shape).

ALOE OF PENGUIN
Aloe is a genus containing many species of flowering 
succulent plants – the most widely known today being Aloe 
vera – used for medicinal and ornamental purposes. It is not 
known which of the more than five hundred species would 
have been meant here. In his Memoirs of Agriculture, the 
eighteenth-century scientist Robert Dossie described 
‘penguin aloe’ as closely resembling a type of pineapple 
plant. ‘Aloe of penguin’ might also have been used to 
describe Adam’s Needle (Yucca filamentosa), which looks 
similar to numerous species of Aloe.

WHISKS FOR BROOMS
Broom heads.

PADDY
As a cargo entering the London docks, paddy would describe 
rice which had been harvested but not yet milled.

PAREIRA BRAVA
The dried root of various climbing plants of the genus 
Chondrodendron, or of Cissampelos pareira (also known as 
velvetleaf), used to make a diuretic drug.

CLINKERS
The stony residue from a furnace, forge or kiln. Clinkers could 
also refer to a type of pale-coloured Dutch brick used for 
paving.

STUFF
A general term for manufactured fabrics, sometimes denoting 
woven fabrics in particular.

DIVI DIVI
The pods of the tropical tree Caesalpinia coriaria, used in the 
tanning of leather.

MALACCA
While Malacca can refer to Phyllanthus emblica, also known as 
Indian Gooseberry, in the tariff-books of the London docks it 
would have been synonymous with rattan, the wood of 
various climbing palms of the sub-family Calamoideae. Taking 
its name from the Malaysian port of Malacca, it was, and still 
is, widely used for making canes, furniture and baskets.

PAROCHES
This is one of a number of entries in the tariff-books of the 
London docks whose meaning is nowadays unclear. It might 
have been a reference to ‘parochet’, a type of decorated 
curtain used in synagogues, or the materials used to make a 
parochet.

INKLE
A type of narrow linen tape used for trimming.

WHANGHEES
Canes made from the stems of various species of 
Phyllostachys, a genus of bamboo, often used for making 
umbrella handles.

DOGHEAD
Part of a matchlock or flintlock gun that holds the burning 
fuse or flint and applies it to the gunpowder.

NANARI
Nanari, or nannari, is the Tamil name for Hemidesmus indicus, 
a plant from South Asia. Used in food and drink, and also in 
traditional medicine, it is sometimes known as Indian 
sarsaparilla. 

LAMP BLACK
A black pigment made from soot.

PRUSSIATE OF POTASH
Potassium ferrocyanide, a yellow crystalline compound used 
as a laboratory reagent and in various industrial processes, 
including wine production and tin purification. It can be used 
as an additive in table salt to prevent caking. 

DRAGON’S BLOOD
A bright red resin or gum used primarily as a varnish or dye. 
It can be obtained from a number of different plants, 
including Daemomorops draco, a species of palm. Some 
medieval encyclopedias claimed its source to be the blood 
of elephants and dragons who had perished in combat.

PERPETS
Woollen fabrics which were especially durable – hence the 
original full name of ‘perpetuana’, as if ever-lasting.

GOLD BEATER’S SKIN
A type of parchment formed from the outer membrane of a 
calf’s intestine, used in the process of making gold leaf by 
hammering (beating) gold into very thin sheets. Gold beater’s 
skin also came to have other applications: in hygrometers, in 
early versions of the telephone and in airship balloons.

IRON ORDNANCE
Ammunition such as cannonballs or other missiles made of 
iron, or the artillery used to fire them.

SCANTLINGS
Small beams of timber, typically with a cross-section of less 
than five inches square.

CAROLINE
This may have referred to a number of types of coin from 
different countries with different values.

FISH MAWS
The swim bladders – also known as air bladders or gas 
bladders – of fish, which help them to control buoyancy. 
They would have had a variety of commercial uses during 
the history of the London docks, such as in the production 
of glue, isinglass (for the clarification of beer) and collagen.

CUMBLIES
Coarse blankets or cloths, typically made of wool or goat’s 
hair, from the Indian subcontinent.

TONQUIN BEANS
Also known as tonka beans or tonkin beans, these are the 
seeds of Dipteryx odorata, a species of flowering tree in the 
pea family. Because of their strong fragrance they were 
historically used for flavouring food and tobacco, and in the 
manufacture of perfume.

DRUGGET
A coarse woollen cloth, formerly used for garments and later 
used in the production of rugs and tablecloths.

LUCIFER
An early type of friction match. The first practical friction 
match was invented in 1826 by the English chemist John 
Walker, of Stockton on Tees. He did not patent his invention, 
and within three years a London-based chemist, Samuel 
Jones, had created – and patented – an improved version 
which he named the Lucifer match. The word ‘lucifer’ also 
came to be used in other languages, particularly Dutch, to 
mean ‘match’.

LASTS
Wooden or cast-iron objects in the shape of human feet, used 
in the manufacture and repair of shoes.
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Our ambition for London Dock is threefold: a vision for a new piece of city, a place 
which resonates with the past, whilst looking forward to the future. The masterplan 
puts placemaking at its heart. It is an interwoven tapestry of squares, promenades, 
quaysides and gardens, re-stitching the urban grain and drawing upon the character 
of this key historic city-centre location. In any successful place vibrancy and mixed 
uses are the key to longevity. At London Dock, public spaces will reconnect with the 
existing grain to create an animated new piece of London.

We have been making masterplans throughout Europe for over a quarter of a century 
and for many of these projects we have collaborated and worked with Gordon Young. 
There is a synergy between our thinking and Gordon’s approach to distilling the 
meaning of place. There is a mutual and innate understanding of placemaking and how 
our collective memory of today picks up on the past and projects an image of what a 
place should be in the future.

The unfolding first chapter of Trading Words for London Dock captivates me. It tells a 
story of the rich history of the bustling docks, together with the history of London and 
its connections to the distant parts of the world. The words inlaid in Gauging Square 
and Quayside will draw on our memory of distant places and cultures, bringing them 
back to London Dock to celebrate London as one of the finest cities in the world today.

London Dock is at the heart of the fabric of London; there is a rich story to be told. 
Words like ‘tallow’ and ‘frankincense’ resonate with the past and are ingrained in 
our collective memories. Words like ‘jalap’ and ‘kersies’ are powerful and evocative 
of the vibrancy in today’s London. Words like ‘truffles’ and ‘diamonds’ are pointers to 
ambitions for the future of London Dock, all helping to form part of our aspiration for 
the reinvigoration of this key jewel in London.

I hope you share our ambition for London Dock – a place of vibrancy, an unfolding 
piece of London – and I do hope you enjoy the first chapter of Gordon’s story, which 
begins to describe our vision for London Dock.

LONDON DOCK –
MAKING A NEW PIECE OF CITY
Andrew Taylor
Patel Taylor Architects

St George is proud to be a member of the Berkeley Group, London’s leading 
mixed-use developer and a FTSE 250 company. Specialising in large, mixed-use 
urban regeneration projects, our current developments include Fulham Reach, 
where we are transforming a former distillery into 744 homes, commercial 
floorspace and extensive public realm; Beaufort Park in Colindale, where we have 
delivered 2,000 of 3,200 homes, as well as a new high street and residents’ park; 
and One Blackfriars, which comprises a 170m residential tower, boutique hotel and 
new public square.

Placemaking is at the heart of our approach; creating attractive developments 
and strong communities where people enjoy a great quality of life. We make a 
long-term contribution to the environmental, social and economic fabric by creating 
developments that protect and enhance the natural environment; make efficient 
use of natural resources; and enhance the quality of life for residents and the local 
community.

London Dock, in Wapping, was originally part of the capital’s largest working docks 
and most recently the News International printworks. This 15-acre development will 
comprise 1,800 homes, 200,000 sq ft of commercial floorspace and 6.5 acres of 
public open space, including a new civic area, Gauging Square. The 200-year-old 
Grade II-listed Pennington Street Warehouse, which once stored rum, tobacco and 
other high-value goods imported into the docks, will be the commercial heart of the 
development, brought back to life with an eclectic mix of shops, restaurants 
and offices. The warehouse is currently home to the Rum Factory artists’ studios, 
which opened in June 2015 and houses over 100 artists, designers and makers. 
Architecture practice JTP will be relocating their office and studios to the warehouse 
in 2017.
 
Responding to the site’s history and geography, the Patel Taylor masterplan for 
London Dock was founded on the key principle of connectivity – reversing the site’s 
long history of being a local barrier and opening it up for the first time in centuries. 
This is achieved by creating connections between London Dock and the wider area 
through: adding new routes across the site, including through the Pennington Street 
Warehouse; a mix of uses that attract and serve the local community; hosting a 
range of activities including meanwhile uses; and creating a range of public open 
spaces. These spaces include Gauging Square; a peaceful landscaped promenade 
on the southern boundary; market gardens designed to reflect the site’s history; and 
Quayside, the lively new street to the south of the Pennington Street Warehouse.
 
The Trading Words artwork will run through the whole development, celebrating 
the wealth of goods imported and exported from this historic site.

ABOUT ST GEORGE
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TRADING WORDS TEAM
Artist – Gordon Young
Design and typography – Why Not Associates
Project manager – Rachel Dickens
Fabricator – Sawyerworks Ltd
Installation crew – Joseph Bradley, Olly Nurse, Tom Reed,
Ian Mitchell, Les Charlton
Galloway Granite – John Mackenzie, James Mackenzie

ST GEORGE 
Architects – Patel Taylor
Landscape architect – Applied Landscape Design Ltd
Hardscape contractor – Elite Landscapes Ltd
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Forests of mahogany in thousands of piles, 
tied up like asparagus, in pyramids, kilometres 
of materials! … Rugs to cover the moon, the 
whole world … all the floors in the universe! … 
Sponges to dry up the Thames! Such quantities! 
… Wool to smother Europe under heaps of 
pampering warmth … Herrings to fill the seas! 
Himalayas of powdered sugar … Matches to fry 
the earth’s poles!
Louis-Ferdinand Céline (1894–1961), Guignol’s Band, 1944




