
The History and Traditions of the 
Waterguard Service 

No period is kno"vn in English history y!han the Customs Here not already 

old. There is archaeological evidence for supposing the. t even in Roman 

times the .l29!'t~i!9rium (or Custom Hous e) stood on practic:'''l.l~y the sarn? ~ i te as 

the London Custom House to-day, In Colchcstor Castle (\rh~ch iras or~gma.lly 

a Roman structure) a panel may still be seen, y,-hich has the best archaeo­

logical and historical evic.. :,ncc to sU-:Jport it, sl10iring the port of Colchester 

in Roman times. On one sic~o of the quay lies the che.rocteristio Mcditer-

rn.nc.'Ul sailing vessel, of' the sanc type of rig as thc-;.t in 1,7hioh St, Paul did 

the journeys th2.t are recorded in the ;.cts' of the l:"postl0S. On the other 

side of the quay st[~ds the Custow House, and abovo that the Watch House. 


It is not surprising, therefore, tli<'t the Customs is onc of the very 

oldes t arms of government in this country. It is very much oldcr than the 

,,'~y, and very much older thnn the; ROjll'.l Navy. For pu...""Poses of Waterguard 

history, un account of the CU3t0ill3 ClO\m the 8.ges cun conveniontly be divided 

into three periods, the first, from cc,rlicst ti":1GS until 1671 ~Yhen the Board 

of Commissioners VI8.S T:J?ointed; the second, from then until 1891 \vhen the 

1fTatcrguard Vlf:lS reconstituted in its P!'Gscnt formi J.nd. the third, from then 

until the present day. 


~.rly ~istory - .i2.. 1671 

ll.s eerly n.s tho year 742 A.D. Ethclbald, King of l\t[eroia, is knovm to 
have grunted. the Bishop of Loni..lon cxe,'1ption from the Customs cluties on certain 
goods being imported for a pt."l.rticuL.r religious house. The text of this 
oharter rrakes it clear that the Cus toms were 81re:Ccdy old or v."ell-es tablished 
dues. Their rool origin too old -;;0 d.iscover for eert~-..in nay;, but the 
best opinion hold that they wc"o.~c ori~lly a toll-in-kind, imposed by custom. 
Hence" when they ''('rere later e0 7:u:nUtocl for a moncy due" thciy 'F;ore knQ\vn [',s the 
"custonr..ry dues", or the "Customs". 

Originally they 'were,:"ppropria tea., at lc[,8 t in pc'1.rt, to the Ill2.in tcn..:mce 

of the roye.l household, but by Norrnan days they heed become a definite money 

due. :J.t vnriouS times tru~ou;3hout the Hi6.dle _l.gcs, the crown seems to h:"!ve 

"let" the Customs "out to f.::trm". This practice took various forms, but at 

its simplest an individU£1.1 or [l syndic<:"':.tc (e.g. a compulJ1" of merch!mts, a 

borough corporution, or a gr"oup of "gold-me::-ch"nts" or btmkcrs) would under­
tnke to pay the crown n. ufirm rent" in return for the privilege collecting 

the Customs at a particular port, or group of' ports. 


The IIsmugglert! ,in these c.".rliest days, mf'.y have operated by bringing 

his vessel into the rCI:l.oJ(ier cr(:'<3ks; but as the orgr'...nisation devclo-ped, he 

l,v:lUld no longer be able to rely upon esc"l.ping notice altogether. He would. 

therefore have to have reoourse to bribing .the men Yl'l:i.om the "farmers !I had 

put in to collect the Customs for them. The deterrent, hov'Tcvor, to 

sffiuggling D.S we UDders tand it to-da:', \1['.8 the fact thE'.. t their particular form 

of rig (the square rig) the smuggler oou18. not rely upon bringing [l vessel 

in on any wind, anc:.. s[',iling he:r out [,<~2.in more or less forthwith, .oA_the 

sw~q]·~rind. 

The principc"l disac1Vf.l.l1.t~tgc to the Cro'dn under the Enrly (lIf:'..!'minglf) 

system W'~s that the Collectors f s"t;(',:.:'fs p,t the w'at'll'sidc l'lP-.d no particular 

rep-son to concern thomSGlvcs ':,'ith issues other th.'l.n duty, for cxa'rrple, \irith 

security during time of '\df.:~, or qU'l.rn.ntine during time of plague. 


Howcver, somo so::-t of system of control ov(~r Ghipping D.nd tmo.a 1il£tS 

certeinly est[~blishod. Cert:dn ports '.TerE; for :orcign trn.d.c, ccrt£tin 
, other ports 'f~r cOC1.stvnse only. Ships 1','CJ-'C rcquirecL to report their arrival 
and their cargo; thcy vrerc ,subj ,"7;ct to rtlrillDD.ge, c:.nd 11<'J.Ii to obtain a pennit to 
depart. In gcner[~l, the grou:ru:hrork WLS well estD.blisho:::l. 
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Lftcr cc"t,c in , by C:;,~or:l\iCll, Ch.c"',rlcs II bOK 

the CU3tOLlS 1'inL'.lly out ')1' f [' :~r:l of C01:";lis sionors E.e3 set 

up, .'l.n{l :.:ro!l1 tllL'n on .r..11 of~2icc~cG to the C' ';)1'n dir' ctly


"l•• 

throuQ.'1 the B):":'::'c~ • 

. The le. tor scvcnto(-'uth t-', Ycn,':' c!.('vclopmonts impGrt.'l1t i'or 

the r,-'. terguz.rcl, (:L) the ,1 tho fo:..~~:-::-,n:::-:'-r:.::...,t rig, ',jlich C1r~blc:d 


vessels to 8 ..il in":nc:')ut:m·',')r,; o:e 1 I...,.i..)h· ·" ~ c· ~~-.f ~ n" 
y", 
'1"u. (")\,-' t 1...1-0 '-A~"l~~L-}..·... .:)'-"--··~J..:..0'·n··w , + .... 

of Englnnc1, thl'::mcli' in t:1C C'intin::::ntr.l ':i~..rs,.ihich f~rcod. 
up the r~tc<3 ')1' Cu:::toms duty. "C: son of t~1C" tocJmL~::-~l developments 
or rigsint;, S-.1ug1~1 iJl tcc~; ,:~.nc~ -by r~.i0i.ng so consiC.cr~-bl~T 
the level of 6.uties, but on the other h-nd, 
by the r'Jl~C(> 'J:f p::-''Jf'..JE:,.::::ionc...l 
Cus t::)1:18 ::',)SI,,)l1S iblc iLll:1Cc-:'i:'. tcly t·'] the 
CrO"I.'ll. 

Tho dcvol.lpec1. The Customs put ;.;. 

prevEntive service \70r r.:; for the h,'.riLling 

')f cLutir:.ble c'.!'gocs The :'d.J."l1.:.mm s iz c ':)f 'ships ~,llcrrcd 


to bring dutiL;)lc ~\.12:: -th0 ;~-,inhlU::.1 qu:-.ntitics (in :)llC 

rccepta.clc or p:lcking) :'Ul1.

c
, tJbi:',cc-::;.. Ths obj ect If:,3 to ensure 


th."'. t ·the ',:::S sufficiently -t~J be ::.~c~.,-;'ily :.~ccognizJ.blc ::~ t 3C::-L, thE'.. t 

her dr:::ue:Jrt ',::·)ul{~ be such th,c,t dlf.) 11:-:-[; rWl he)'.' e:o.rgo tJ sh2.l10w 

s tr>2~;:;chcs 01' ':)pcn bc.;;-chos)I ,".ncL t:1[';. t th.' \.!L"lit of c"rco -:,~,s 12.l~gc onJugh to 

bc ::'cf'c'.ily scen on ,:tnc1 t 1.:.::'f.0 -t,,) be c:r!'LC. 'i-C·ry convenicntly by 

srnuggl ',;'1<"63. 


DUl~ing the y,.-:,rs in -C:10 tiel(' Jf Queen ;wne, 
continont8.l tr:':(1'c hr 1:1'.': level, :mCt JTI')rc cspcciD.lly 
d.u.rins; the ~,~:::r ,,:i th Fr..:JlCC !llcf,itin". tell tr"ding ',,:;8 

pr..'.C tic;.1.1y :'; thcr:) t~~"'~'_dc bot\TOw!. Fr~-nco ;--~..nJ. 

the Ch:rul.ol Isl2n{~s .n(1 Gr:.";d; T:.h.~i "0:: 

The p:;.~(wcntivo s 'ice 1,:,) ~ t, ,;. Cv- tllc if cut tCI' l"'ign , 2..r...cl Lt CClC..l"\3G. 

\-,"f["~l~ ::;n thG S2'1u[~,~~1 C:J.."'. ,il~ Jv~.:')ublc :):~ C,)U2."'fJO, t~h~,t ~t:.C Sl!lUgglo1~ 


fOWlC:, his ,J.':l "':r',r, not 'JnlJr ;.~.g[~in3t 1~J.igl1 


dutios, but '; , ~---t:tn1(; ::'~C3 tricJ.:;i'Jns [;llCL :1:-' J~1.ibi ·:i':Jns. Tllis 

th:-. +c-i 111" n ....li c'~) .;-' r""r',,~ t"·,,11:),' ,<rCL--'C
Fes 	the vt.;J..'y _ ... .L-...",. ~;: J ,.......... ._ ...... '., """,,. .... -' ,J J.. ,_ \; ",. 


r,V8, llabl (; :-1 t 	 thG i?:~2vcn"ci'TTt) s c:~"'\"'icc .::.;,flo~·.t "t :)ulc~ 11(..... \;-(: t,,:, s':; 
. off 	 j\T;-;,\:r;l. 

onicwar., .,:"or c-x:::"'::~)lc:, th0S ':c EnGlish 

"',\"C::"U :J8ing 3)'~i;~ b~r th.·-3 cn'2E~~/' t') fin,::' 


British bloc!c...cc.e. i11t,,) F~:_-.nco 3ritisl1 

to l:::~~r 27 0:-' 28 ;:::.hil~Li.:"lp):~ ':";:~C}l. 


in th:' f)l','l of c11("l) l)~:''';!l.:l::T, it "'.':'.3 b:.·c:'usc French fr2.JlCs 

,'1-,3!'f) I18tJnly ':,'C~':'() ,;vi(Jmc:c o::'~ their tre"cdlOry. 

N::.po1 '8on hiE:'S ;J'lu,0:r:;1:-rs jJl his pc.y c they 

h2~ough thir.: '(;he bloc1::."'.c'-lc, tU1(~. nCFS of·he:.":: 

exactly. the lH:'.: '':;''3 '::::>: b::;in~: ~)uilt. 1'hey lctt:~rs to 

and from -(;h(:; hclp,~d hi3 spies to oece'pe to 

Frnncc. ' 


c1_ctcr:lincQ c::.'f0t ~'.'M,;J l"f'.(cO to suppress 
hcif';::ltS. On the sUE,':,:;;:: tion Jf the ...clrairl'.lty the 

-t; '",r s t:c[~nsf o'..~-"c6. -co the RClyal Nay (1816) 
blockc:::c lf 1;:~[' ir:rpos(x'. ')n ~rcnt'n:l Sussex. NGith~r of 

th;)s 	 .-"·"~'l;vM'" _ ..~·.ur>c·-s'~ ....... "f'uJ. ,\ -L.LLL '0' ,,-'-1,"u... 10.) \ C,.I__~ t .... ~.,...,+c·rrupt -1:}'0
v 	 ,-"' . ... r,"';r"! _ ""·.~T''C~_.'- ~..L..lJ...... v _ 

hi thcrt'J Wlbr-:::k::,;n tr,;:~itif)n Oi' .:', ~:':Vlnuc. G'::r"Vic,: :i-tll. :'.te oym tJeclc1i·bion. 

the 	::'X'}ClY :~ru:l 'l1t1VY h.l.:l. f:-:ilcc;" the YT .·c'':''';::tU''..r(:' v;rcnt back. 
to '~n:,-: tll'.::~e:: : 'x: s:>r:1C s til"~in! k.lcs of this 
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by their experience, kocn o:pplic..':'.. tbn to the job, their 
detective their ShC'.T ic~:.l cou:~['.~e, the Cus to:1S ,\in tergWlrcl 
before tho1id:llc of the century h~i.cl broke:n the r,:1'o' t s,:Lugglinf, racket. 

It is particularly to be th.:;,tit \::..1S [" t this period, 
'.,hon the Custofc:S ,,",tcr.o~uc..rD. ',,'CCS pr,".ctlc[~lly ['.t ',eT in l'1orc th,c".n half of tho 
Y'lariti!:lG c0untics ')f this c:mntry, tl~t they ','ere: at thp SD.r::l0 time 
up, ..-ithini.t first info':':'[1nlly ('.n(;. 12.ter m-:Jrc 
o:~ficic,lly t cl.re n:Y' the priclc of t~le 
Se[1f~~TinE; :111>::, the ::::ountry .J. t l[crge, n:v.lcly, 
the ",TGck services ]:'w11c1 the c x:-.st, the schemes for 
signallinr:; from shore to vcss~.lG to finonce ;,md 
aid tnG :;rF':::.nisation)f rc?ub.r li;'2'htship s 
a.nd 80 forth. 

YJhon once the CUsto:'s 11:.-;.(1 to r,::;;:'i.lcc the C)[1st to s2YGc'i;hinp; 
1<::1.'.1 ,~nd orJ.G":', those vCl~ious non-l~:wcnU3 c1utics ­
hacL b:' noy,' become - t:J 2. so}Jt:.r::.to t,~ be kn':)'.,11 :'ts 
!I The C02.s t CUI.I'd If, a con.r W3 inp, t t:1C '''-c,r(l 1'1:' . [,l}:or ,:-,'" 1)c(,n in use in 
the Customs r.'ith r: sE[chtl;r ;:T.'::." 

In the secon:.:' h.'J.l:L"'):l 'che century, :~ r,,;'io;_'. '):l rcl,.tivQ quiet sot in. 
Because Cif th::i;:- v'::.':,' succcs::.; ill tho s.upprcssion')~: the rye', 

Brrnchc",:.1'::' '\;') be th::m-'ht of' 1, _:3 .. 1t'..Jciv() i;,po::'c~,ncc in t:·u; Cust::mm scrvicQ, 
In con~:c"u-n""" .... -.-., ~~., c:...~,..,n tc:- -. -j .:~ll +.h_,'-:

I --.._ ...... '-:l.. --" -' -", \, '-'I. '-' ~I." u ..!i_ •. ,", -~ "'_ ~ St~..i"'i'" 'illcL 1''):1:' [" timo 
lost th(rl.r sep0.r~:,-Gc L:',::r~tity. 

1881 - c:'; k 

1.S D. :~csul t of fairly v i:.rtqui:~y into the Cust,jms out-dCior 
Service in 1830 - 1, the Cl:w.nccllo:' ,1', the Exchcquer (by a~linute now kr.OWll 
as lithe G()schcn ~Tinute!l) deeL>;;' t-, 'T"Lr::ctc tb.':: an~l "(;he rra tergus.rc1 
staffs, ~~nc:' to rec:mstitutc th:' '~t'~~ sop:.';.rate brs.nch of 

CUStDn1S cst"bli[.;:lEl,~nt. ':'h~ Cl1:lr_c::lj.J)r h.':',,;. :in nind the 
val1..1c of Irhich, h,-;t_i,~-:' n,.,:,y be consL~c,:,;~~ the first line of 
defence ,,-::" the Cust::r::as rcv:::muc". Ev-,n in ~_891, it c)ul::' be said that "the 
size .'\n:'. tho c')n5t3'n,;t~. 0::'. '''l:xl:..:.rl1 vessels tenc.. to renc1cI' such 
sCP..::'ChinS'lO::"C' c:;'ifficult:l. 

HIt is nC'3S8fJ,lT'Y c:.rc':>ully :,':->1' supervisi-::m , 
J.1ld· the 2v-if:- :j~:1CC "',)i rl£',~(~~l S:J en.Jt; lives in -

"c'lchc C,c.'>.c~t t>..: t ;:'UiL12,.~ir_E Ci:Ull1::)t F~opcrly be 
supc:~is'.'~(;, s==c by o:Cfic r ':s',:: ';'V ~1' l,,:~,':·.c·;;ic~l '.:q,::C'i::ncc of this duty 
thCtLlS clV'::3. l! 

,t tl1.e "."o·ck is concli­
the the r!.illgo Cl£' ,!l.uti2.ble S:lOO 

the e:::.sicr these 2bt:.incd:::.)l1cealccl, the Dare i.mpo)~tant is 
the 6.uty of the rumJl'ugcr..:1J.;::i:; '0 ..1,.:-:':::'80. t:l£'. t s inc0 the re-intro­
,:lucticm of cluty bas')::l 'c';.,) '1'.lu':) )!: 'cl' .,l~ticlc, ;''I,-::.;zi·:m of Custo:!1.'> c.uty 
'~~1f:.:r bE:: e~~j~lcctec f~1.1sc :.!.eC!1(~~J~~"t~cir)11S t'J its ·\r~:.luc - 2VtSr_ fc:lse 
c lailYiZ till:'~ 
count::! !U1c1 

..."Jil8t118r c;o[l.:3i~:c;~,,·,J.-:i'~11 is tllC vr' t inc~:,,;:-:,s(' in oVC~:."SCi:S ~...vel. 
EvcJ1 so :c~ccc;ntl:' JC:1'J PD.S cn,::C:cc'1:' 1.:;:::;:':::: '::If the 

:.·.nC'. hiF,:her [s':'cic,l CL:';3;'CS".tr .tE;::;ncn "n,". (1ipl-:'llT.:.:.l.tic :poJ:'solmgcs, 
impor'b:cnt Elc:;:'ch"ij:~t;:, !.h.';,il:'.t:"ry cL' 'ic.::;:~f.l pl~OC..:;,:;:..~in;: oV(,~"l['nC:~ to ::', Mali­
terlY-.neL'..ll P"Y.'-t Ju: lC:.'(.. -'cl cubc.d: ; Jr~"=- t,nt CC!lonLil ;losthl.["tions. In 

tilT-O.C:S, }.?cr~;")n~·~ of :vllnost i~::V6~CJr cJ.) ,"J:'; '.:;:"'C jOUi"'nCYS 
ab:;.~:):'.(:' by GC:,'. ["Xl,,'. '~ir. ThcT,;l;'.VG,;1."n -,ill b-J H; in Clthcr 
lectu:.~cs but the 1."820n :lO:'~ intro,".ucin,r; thc.'TI hc:~~· is W' tC:'~6U':::crd 

1mB ,.~::,v01opcd - CLr.~_ "tti tu·::,c 'Jf cin!.':. - -~n..-:' -:Jut proper bc 
toe'. ~l. I'c1,'.ti)l'l;J 'd. th "Ch3 tr',vell:ir:.e; 

public [ill,~ the s, N:".vy, thc yachtsms.n 
E~n::~ fishc2."TIlilll. In [,n attcJUp~v t-J tr;-',,::':~ tion inJGO ':iords, I "-:mld 

os :­
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no o.rmisticG; con­

c tl1~,t ~'.. J.uty once 
b.:) thr0uSh; the .rity 

sequant1y '.-chore ·.)thcr \7orke;Ts -",:,"":'.r~~. their D.isch'TC(;~:' by tho 
pcrforI'1:.'J1.o m:> this or th:-,t -~,~~ defer r~ job lmtil .. 12.te:.~ time or 
dt~tc, t~lO ·,.-·-....tc~~,CSu~.r):. O:~i'iccr T1U~}t ::1:1~,_,::.-ys I-CCO 

!';lo..y In.tc:w-- be b'~J.r'Jn:~'.. tlLe 8r~11.tr::,...1)r:n,w 

C01Th":li ttr:,'_ '.ri t~10Ut hope of '1.~.::',COV0;~y 0;:' r'c')'[c2,'Y. Thi::., 
l~e:('lcctG~ in the P".ccv::mtivc Gt,-'~> -.Xi::n, tiThe j .)~.) l--iT'St 

~,---

:~lon t Lt;' t er; 

i.) th:-. t Cust:);"J.[; o::'.,:'icc:.'~; 

(tc•..re public sorvantG -
o.ncl tk,t the unplo2$.nt 

r 1""hou-:h c'.:':';.l':,. ,'i11 i;i(~c r::;':.'GTS of G 0:-. -~el1, 

S''::~\l~~.nts ill. b)~~~l S':'2:LSC:S ·:Jf th:)sc te:"'1nS -
th21.... of0:'" c 

be !T(,_·~O ~·~s little ir"l(sODC -. lJS;-3;Jibl:2 tJ t11-: tl1t'-.t is, t11c Y:'orl: 
be c0n:~uctc~~ ',,~itl1. :-<l'""~l~::':~s, C~)~l.;::.i,~~,:::1o..-~i':;n n~.," ~G~:ct. 

hilc it r:1::'.y QC ncc8s3r::.~y 

c.f',2.~c11 :~ili~;:lltl:l ;" .:.:;n.2;s't 
·-.,~itr~ t,.'..ct ~:.rl,l~ c:Jn­

inviol~~blc h0ncs .::mlst 
~... 1\,~r·~l3 ,:~~istiJ.1{')..lis11 tIle CUL~"-)rrD o~~·niC_:"'8t :"'cl~ '~i~rL ,~~":~l. il.is ttclio11tSH. 
The tr[~'::;'i tion for thi:..: r,;l' ti')nsh:"~J h·.:3 ;y en ,;~J.l .11~-:' t:~uly 

(...n\.~ ~':lflint_ il1C~·_,"!, i~'~n,_-' is t11~~' 1:":-''- 0 'Ill ~ it i3 ·.-~11 w~l1sr:'I<:' 

to be obst;~uct: 

Thirci., 
t:12 p:,'iv;.cy CL. SCS~lGn ­ :~\lCll to 
p0SGCSf~~ ;:."18 tIle "-,.llt~;r C':-..11 be: ~~}GJ~~)~-"T!:lt. ..l 

s .11, scrupulcm~i :,'il~ncc)~:; 2111 

.u,. \·j~C:.:'l~ of ··.:TJ~rl1.Ll[" In t~1(" rL~"?:lC, t}l:~: LC~~):Jl, ~:.n6. in 
it is eu;;, ,to vi"" li:;:'(~ 2.I.c:. ~JGC"~:: :: s:Dul' be 
tl:.c,y'·etu'.lly :;,re. . ':1cri 
hu.::.~ly-ou:..'ly o~ ~~ily':2:: L'3, 

you~i:~ ·,it'll. .n:':. l,'i-(;h th-:;E1 in the 

in tlli;j t}--l2..t pi~l"'~;O:1 'J:'"' .st'" tc 'J~1 - :...0:~<-.i._"w, ':"',n::' ,.i:3illusi:)n;r1Cnt ct'.n bc 
very pc.L'YJl'ul. It c"ml.:)t be .. '~lr t ::.~~,b ;;:..~ of the P:"~c"ventive 
St::c:f':;:' c..ll the; c.: chc~r:,c'i;,=:~L3ties I }rvc :::cnti:)nccl, therefore 
I 'lc.m c.h,l c.:1vi", c you to 1 J.Jk 

y.JU:;'~ c;,u:Jt::'. 
t, 'co tc.kc :'.;:;, 2.n eX:'~;,':plc 

onl:' the t, ~,n("c b:: th.::c: to the t.Jtnl 
cl... .:.~iJc cr{l boc1~?' of S3~~",.,',l""'~11t;.1, ho, I~rJ.;l , lK,ve 'built upC' 

tion "';::' loy:-.lty, =Ti "'c:, iUh~ ::Jbcc"cicncc, of 'i,-hich true Y[!"'.tGr­
.~ro ju;:;;-tly 
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