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Editorial 
 

Welcome to issue 18.2 of The Redriffe Chronicle.  We hope you enjoy it.  These past few months have been a very 

busy time for my family and me.  We have had all our grandchildren stay with us at some point over the summer 
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but due to the poor weather we could not go on the beach or get out much so it was difficult keeping them occupied.  

Our youngest daughter got married in August so that kept us very active for some time.  Recently we visited Ypres 

for five days to see the WWI battlefields and memorials.  If you have never been I would highly recommend a 

visit.  Not only is Ypres a beautiful place but it is also steeped in history, which is so poignant when you are 

actually there, especially The Last Post Ceremony held at the Menin Gate every evening at 8.00pm.  If you do go 

my advice is to get a good guide.  It makes such a difference listening to someone who is enthusiastic about the 

subject and explains things instead of having to just read about it.  The museums were very good as well, especially 

the one at Zonnebeke. 

 

Anyway, back to the Chronicle.  Many thanks go to Angela Woolhouse and Germander Speedwell who have sent 

in their write-up of the talk given by Germander on 25 March 2015 about Surrey Docks Farm: the last 270 years 

– (the recently rediscovered history of the Farm’s Rotherhithe site). 

 

The people at Thames Discovery Programme (TDP) have, as always, been very active.  Amongst other things they 

have discovered at Hanover Stairs this year that some of the timbers on the foreshore have been washed away and 

they also discovered something remarkable laying underneath.  

 

There are details about the Thames Lightermen project called Tales from the Thames: An Oral History of the 

Lightermen.   I had the privilege to attend the inaugural presentation of the project's work at the Museum of 

London, Docklands in July where two groups of primary school children, who had been heavily involved in the 

project, took part as well as showing a 45-minute film of interviews with some of the lightermen.  I thoroughly 

recommend reading the article and looking at the project's website where you will be able to listen to all the 

interviews in which the children took part in. 

 

There have also been some fascinating letters and emails coming in.  Terry Scales has sent in some interesting 

material for us.  Although he spent a lot of his working life in the docks, Terry is also a renowned artist.  Also, 

Hilary Wright has sent a box containing many photographs concerning Rydal Boys Club in Bermondsey.  Her 

father and grandfather were greatly involved in the club.  Read about both of these in the Reminiscences Section. 

 

Stuart Rankin, as most of you will know as a former chairman of our Society and former editor of the Chronicle, 

sent a link to a website that he jointly runs where you can purchase facsimiles of hard-to-get and out-of-print books 

and other ephemera.  The items are mostly transport-themed but there are also many concerning our area of 

Rotherhithe and Bermondsey.  I have visited the website and found it very interesting.  It appears as a review. 

 

Talking of reviews, I was browsing the bookshelves of a charity shop recently and came across a book by Gillian 

Tindall about a house that has stood on Bankside for over 300 years.  It formed the basis of a talk which Gillian 

gave for the Society back in 2007, and the book was such a good read that I have written a review of it for the 

Chronicle.  I hope you enjoy it. 

 

There is also news and gossip from different places including an update on the 500lb unexploded German bomb 

found in Grange Walk near the Red Cow pub in March this year.  Also there is news of certain landmarks that are 

in danger of being redeveloped and disappearing altogether. 

 

If you have anything you would like to share with the Society then please send it to us, it can be put in the 

Reminiscences Section or featured as a full-blown article.  Memories soon become history so please let us have 

what you remember of living, working, shopping, being at school or anything else in Rotherhithe and 

Bermondsey.  Do you have any old photos you would like to share?  The Redriffe Chronicle editorial team 

welcomes material for publication from anyone relating to the Rotherhithe and Bermondsey areas and their 

inhabitants. 

 

The deadline for copy to be received for inclusion in the next edition of the Redriffe Chronicle (19.1 Spring 

2016) is Sunday 6 March 2016.  Please make a note of this in your diaries.  Don't be shy - get writing! 

 

Many thanks go to all our contributors. 

 

Please send all reports on Group Events, Main Articles and Reminiscences to:   

Derek Kearey - 8 Birch Avenue, West Parley, Ferndown, Dorset BH22 8PG     

email: d.kearey@btinternet.com 

Chair's Message 

 

mailto:d.kearey@btinternet.com
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Dear Members 

[Derek – there is no message from Claire here – MD] 

 

Claire bermondsey85@gmail.com 

Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society Chair  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GOSSIP AND TITBITS 

 
Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society is now on Facebook & Twitter 
 

The Society is now part of the Facebook community!  A Facebook page was set up in July and is maintained by 

our committee member Michael Reardon.  The page has proved to be a great success with lots of people liking 

and writing comments on our posts.  Equally our Twitter page, also maintained by Michael Reardon, has proved 

a huge success.   

 

To get onto the Facebook page go to https://www.facebook.com/rbhistorysociety?fref=nf or just type 

"Rotherhithe & Bermondsey" into the search box and it should get you there. 

 

New stuff appears on the Facebook page virtually every day and is a great way to keep in touch with what is going 

on within the Society and to be able to interact with others as well as many items of interest.  Judging by what I 

have seen so far I am sure it is going to be a great success for the Society. 

 

Since our toe dipping into the world of social media we have gained 4 new members! 
Docklands History Group Events 
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Wednesday 4 November 2015 - Trinity Buoy Wharf, Still Afloat - talk by Eric Reynolds 

Wednesday 2 December 2015 - The Right Stuff, A Maritime London Almanac - talk by Chris Elmers 

 

The Docklands History Group (DHG) usually meets on the first Wednesday of each month, excluding January.  

They have a varied events calendar, including talks that are held at the Museum of London Docklands, West India 

Quay (off Hertsmere Road) E14 4AL.  It is a converted West India Docks warehouse just north of Canary Wharf.  

Talks start at 6.00pm and finish around 8.00pm.  Visitors are very welcome with a £2 suggested donation.   

 

The next DHG Spring Conference is on Saturday 7 May 2016 with the theme being: Before the Docks: London 

River and Port in the 18th Century. 

 

For further information email: info@docklandshistorygroup.org.uk  

The Docklands History Group website is at: www.docklandshistorygroup.org.uk 

 

 Thames Discovery Programme (TDP) 
 

Erosion at Rotherhithe is a serious concern as 

witnessed by the FROG team when they worked on 

the foreshore in May this year.  A number of 

elements of the gridiron at Hanover Stairs have 

washed away.  Over the past couple of years this has 

revealed that the ships' keels and other nautical 

timbers forming the gridiron were resting on a 

number of gun-carriage cheeks - extremely rare 

artefacts.  It was discovered that the keel elements 

come from four different vessels and, thanks to 

diligent research by a member of the team, TDP 

have a good idea of what they were.  A little more 

work is needed and then all will be revealed!  Also 

discovered during the work were some new ships' 

timbers emerging beneath the Mayflower pub.  
 

The Thames Discovery project's Annual 

Conference takes place this year at the Society of 

Antiquaries on 5 December.  I have, unfortunately, 

no other details of this event. 

 

If you would like to get involved in the Thames 

Discovery Programme they are at: Museum of 

London Archaeology, Mortimer Wheeler House, 46 

Eagle Wharf Road N1 7ED.  Tel: 0207 410 2207.  

Alternatively you can email either Nathalie Cohen at 

n.cohen@thamesdiscovery.org or Elliott Wragg at 

e.wragg@thamesdiscovery.org.   

You can also visit the TDP website: http://www.thamesdiscovery.org for further information. 

 

Guided Walks of Deptford Creek 
 

These guided walks continue to be very popular.  The next two walks are scheduled for Sunday 10 November 

and Sunday 8 December.  Both days run between 11.00am and 1.00pm.  It is always best to get there 30 minutes 

before start time to get kitted up. 

 

Discoverers are supplied with thigh-length waders and sticks to help keep balance and are guided by people 

passionate about the Creek, its history and wildlife.  Participants need to be over 8 years old.   

 

Walks last about two-and-a-half hours from booting-up to returning to the streets of London.  Booking is essential 

to guarantee a place, so contact the Creekside Discovery Centre, 14 Creekside, Deptford SE8 4SA; Tel 0208 692 

9922; email info@creeksidecentre.org.uk.  They guarantee some good, clean muddy fun! 

 

One of the rare gun-carriage cheeks found on the 

Rotherhithe foreshore revealed after some nautical 

timbers had been washed away  

(By permission of TDP) 

http://www.creeksidecentre.org.uk/events/low-tide-walks/
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Cost:  Adults £10.00; Children (8 to 16) and Concessions £8.50; Family of 2 Adults & 2 Children £28.00 

  

LAMAS 
 

London and Middlesex Archaeological Society Lecture Series 

 

This year's LAMAS Local History Conference, to be held on Saturday 21 November 2015 at the Museum of 

London, is on Middlesex: Our Lost County.  The day runs from 10.30am to 5.00pm.  Tickets are £12.50 if booked 

in advance before 1 November and £15.00 after that date.   

 

Tickets are available from Patricia Clark, 22 Malpas Drive, Pinner, Middlesex HA5 1DQ enclosing a crossed 

cheque or postal order payable to LAMAS.  Alternatively visit the LAMAS website where you can purchase using 

PayPal and also get the programme for the day. 

 

Regular meetings take place in the Clore Learning Centre at the Museum of London on Tuesday evenings at 

6.30pm – with refreshments from 6pm.  Meetings are open to all; members may bring guests, and non-members 

are welcome. Please note non-members are asked to make a donation of £2 towards lecture expenses. 

 
Greenwich Industrial History Society 
 

The current programme for Greenwich Industrial History Society is as follows: 

 

17 November 2015:  Enderby Wharf Event and Progress - a discussion 

19 January 2016:  Ballast Quay - Michael Graham Smith and Polly Carter 

16 February 2016:  (Title pending) - David Ramzam 

15 March 2016:   An evening about the foot tunnels 

16 April 2016:   Pubs (Full title pending) - Adrien Tierney-Jones 

 

Meetings start at 7.30 in The Old Bakehouse, Bennett Park, SE3 (rear of Age Exchange).  There is NO parking 

available. 

 

Your contact is Mary Mills - marymillsmmmmm@aol.com 

 

The Lavender Pump House 

 

The Lavender Pump House is one of the few surviving pieces of Rotherhithe’s dockland buildings.  It was 

constructed in 1928-9 to house the pump machinery that regulated the levels throughout the complex dock system 

which, until the pump house was built, fluctuated considerably.  The building itself is a really attractive 1920s 

building with tall windows, full of light, with its original round Port of London Authority plaque commemorating 

the building date still in place on its Thames-facing side.   It is surrounded by a small wildlife park with a remnant 

of dockland water at its front.  The interior was stripped out many years ago and some of the original machinery 

is preserved at the Brunel Museum.  For many years the Pump House was a museum and included a local history 

display.  

 

The building is in the ownership of Southwark Borough Council.  Following the museum's closure it was left, 

apart from short periods, unoccupied with little or no security.  The inevitable happened when squatters twice 

occupied the building.  The last lot left the building in a very bad way including the internal wiring being removed 

along with some of the internal fixtures and fittings.  There is a campaign now to save Lavender Pump House from 

being redeveloped into something completely different. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Clipper Pub 

 

http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/English/Learning/Teachers/PlanVisit/learningcentre.htm
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Another ongoing campaign is the attempt to save the Clipper pub in Rotherhithe Street from being demolished and 

replaced by blocks of flats.  The pub was built in the 1930s and is one of the few surviving pubs in Rotherhithe. 

 

Crane in Odessa Street 
 

R&B LHS member Malcolm Tucker 

recently contacted us to say that the 

preserved Scotch derrick crane in 

Odessa Street, a little way north of the 

Greenland Dock entrance, is under 

serious threat. 

 

The crane is a large, traditionally 

designed Scotch derrick crane that 

served a hardwood timber wharf from 

the 1930s until the mid-1980s.  It was 

one of a great many such cranes that 

once lined the river banks, particularly 

from Rotherhithe through to the 

Greenwich peninsula, as can be seen in 

the panorama of photographs taken for 

the PLA in 1937 as seen on pages 55-

56 in the book London’s Lost 

Riverscape – a Photographic 

Panorama published in 1988 by Chris 

Ellmers and Alex Werner.  This is the 

last surviving one.  It was saved by the London Docklands Development Corporation who passed it on to the 

London Borough of Southwark.  It is within a public open space, now contiguous with the Thames Path.  A 

covenant restricting the site use to open space was vested in the Greater London Authority.  Recently, it has 

transpired that the GLA and Southwark have allegedly been involved in a deal with a developer to sell off this 

land for housing. 

 

Update on the 500lb Bomb discovered near Grange Walk, Bermondsey  
 

The German unexploded bomb found during construction work in Bermondsey on 25 March this year was an 

SC250 high explosive bomb.  Bomb disposal teams from 11 Explosive Ordnance Disposal Royal Logistical Corps 

and 101 (City of London) Engineer Regiment (Explosive Ordnance Disposal) Royal Engineers worked to safely 

defuse the bomb.   

 

The Royal Engineers built an earth-filled Hesco bastion that would have absorbed some of the blast if it had been 

detonated in situ.  This allowed the safety cordon around the site to be reduced.  The fuse, which needed to be 

made safe before the bomb itself could be moved, was situated underneath the bomb and was therefore difficult 

to access.  The disposal teams worked through the night in difficult conditions and finally rendered the device safe 

to move away under police escort. 

 

It was eventually moved to a safe location - Cliffe near Rochester - and destroyed.  Although the bomb was buried 

in a blast pit and covered in sand to minimise the explosion, the blast was significant and there were reports that 

it could be heard over ten miles away. 

 

A Senior Ammunition Technician said that the bomb was live and in a dangerous condition having been disturbed 

by heavy machinery.  Bombs don't like being bashed around! 

 

A report carried out for Transport For London in 2011 concluded that across London an average of 84 bombs, 

which failed to explode, fell on civilian targets every day between 21 September 1940 and 5 July 1941.  That is a 

total of over 24,000.  Army Bomb Disposal Services dealt with most of them at the time but a proportion penetrated 

the ground only to be encountered many years later.  How many more lay beneath our feet? 

REMINISCENCES SECTION 
 

A Letter from Terry Scales 

Odessa Street crane from the north 

(Malcolm Tucker) 
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We were delighted to receive this letter from Terry Scales. 

 

10 June 2015             Prior Street, Greenwich SE10 8SF 

 

Dear Derek 

 

For some time I have been meaning to send you material you might find relevant to the Redriffe Chronicle.  My 

family lived in Rotherhithe from the mid-Victorian period until 1962.  On both sides, all the male members worked 

on the Thames.  Grandfather George Scales was a lighterman in the Pool of London, Grandfather John Driscoll 

was a loop-hole man at Farrands Wharf by Cherry Garden Pier and my father Sid Scales was a ganger in the 

Royal Albert Docks. 

 

My own career is somewhat unusual.  I entered Camberwell School of Art as a junior aged 13 and passed my 

Diploma in Fine Art in 1952.  After my RAF National Service, on demob, I entered a Fleet Street publicity studio 

as a landscape artist.  However, the pay was very poor and being aware of the large sums unloading the right 

cargoes I left Fleet Street and joined No 1 Sector Surrey Docks. 

 

From 1955-60 I worked in most wharves on the Bermondsey waterfront and also in Surrey Docks when the Baltic 

timber trade brought 100s of ships and filled the dock to capacity.  This was quite dangerous work - St Olaves 

Hospital having one ward permanently filled with injured dockers.  The reward was reflected in our pay packets 

- often twice or three times the national average. 

 

The Port magazine was called SURDOC and one day the editor (also a working stevedore) called on me with a 

request.  Being aware I had an art school training he asked me if I could make portraits of retiring veterans for 

publication in SURDOC.  I readily agreed and from 1957-60 I made many for the magazine. 

 

It occurred to me you might be interested in featuring a group in forthcoming Chronicles.  I enclose one example 

but the two prints I really would like you to publish are rare photos of St Saviours Dock with a lighterman friend, 

circa 1958, and me at Scott's Wharf unloading tinned fruit.  This wharf was at the end of the creek and difficult 

for barges to reach.  Since those days, of course, the Dockhead area has become fashionable with nearby art 

galleries, etc. 

 

Terry Scales unloading fruit at Scott's Wharf 
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Terry Scales was born in Rotherhithe in 1933.  At that 

time it was a busy community of Thames Watermen and visiting sailors.  This early background created a deep 

affection for London's river and the vigorous commercial activities that permeated a bustling port.  The Thames 

became a central part of his artistic subject matter but he also enjoys a wide variety of landscape scenes, the 

blackberry covered hedges of Shoreham in Kent being a particular favourite. 

 

Fifty years ago, at the age of 16, he exhibited his first painting alongside David Bomberg and since then has shown 

continuously in mixed shows with the English and Scottish Arts Council, The Royal Academy, English Heritage, 

The National Maritime Museum, The Royal Festival Hall, Whitechapel Gallery, Austin Desmond Fine Art and 

Michael Parkin amongst many others.  In 2003 Terry had a solo exhibition entitled 'A Journey in Time 1949 -

2003'. 

 

Terry has appeared in several recent TV documentaries on London artists and is listed in the following books: 

Dictionary of British Art, Vol. 6 by Francis Spalding; Camberwell School of Art, its Students and Teachers, by 

Geoff Hassell and David Beckman's Contemporary Survey.  Commissions have included, Tate & Lyle, Scruttons 

PLC, the National Maritime Museum, the Civil Service and many private collectors.  In 2011, Terry was given the 

honour of becoming President of The Blackheath Art Society.  Terry is the author of several books including: 

Bermondsey Boys, Visions of Greenwich Reach, To Seaton with Love and Homage to the Working Thames. 

 

There is much more information about Terry, his life and his artwork as well as prints for sale on his website at: 

terryscales.blogspot.co.uk   His email address is: terry@blueforce.demon.co.uk 

 

We are hoping to have more of Terry's life and work in future issues of the Chronicle.  All illustrations are by kind 

permission of Terry Scales. 

 
 

A lighterman friend of Terry Scales in St 

Saviour's Dock circa 1958 

One of the many drawings that Terry drew of 

retiring docks veterans - in this case stevedore 

Bill Waymouth - and published in the Port 

magazine SURDOC 
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Rydal Boys Club, Bermondsey 
 
The Society has received an email from Hilary Wright whose grandfather and father were heavily involved with 

Rydal Boys Club in Bermondsey.  She contacted the Society through our website with regards to a box containing 

a number of her father's pictures she found in her father's attic.  She has given us permission to print her email and 

a few of the pictures found in the box.  

 

Dear History Group 

  

I have recently been clearing out the attic of my parent’s house and found a quantity of photos from the Rydal 

Boys Club that was based in Bermondsey.  The Boys Club was run (started?) by my Grandfather, Chester Barratt, 

and then continued to be run by my father, John Barratt, from the 1930s until the late 1960s. 

  

The Boys Club used to have tremendous summer 

camps and these photos are a record of some of 

these holidays to Lyme Regis, Looe and Lancing.  

The camping paraphernalia is more or less defunct 

despite being stored in my parent's attic for the last 

50 years although the antique marquee has been 

erected from time to time. 

  

I think that the link with Rydal came from my 

grandfather who was the son of a Methodist 

minister and was educated at Rydal Boys School.  I 

believe that my grandfather was encouraged by his 

father, after he ‘came down’ from Cambridge to 

train as a solicitor in London, to develop his 

altruistic interests. 

  

The only local name that I recall was Bill Driscoll 

(and his wife Lill).  Bill used to help my father and 

grandfather run the weekly evening sessions.   

 

I believe that many of the boys came from the 

Guinness Buildings (I could be totally wrong with 

this).  Some of the boys from the last years of the 

club would now be in their 60s.   

  

If your group would be interested in these photos I 

would be pleased to pass them on to you. 

  

Yours sincerely 

  

Hilary Wright 

(Daughter of John Barratt) 

 

 

 

Claire Sexton replied to Hilary, who has now kindly 

let the Society have the box.  Three of the 

photographs are reproduced here.  Do you recognise 

anyone?  Please contact Claire or the editor if you 

do.  If you have anything to add or have other 

similar material you would like to share with the 

Society then please let us know, all contributions 

are most welcome.  The box and its contents will be 

passed on to Southwark Local History Library for 

safe keeping in due course. 

Editor's Note 
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I have tried to do some research with regards to Rydal Boys Club in Bermondsey.  The only information (below) 

that I can find is taken from the Rydal Penrhos School website. 

 

Rydal Mount School was a boys' boarding school founded by T G Osborn in 1885 in Wales.  In 1899, the Old 

Rydalian Club was established with 67 members and regularly produced a magazine for its members.  In 1906, it 

was suggested that the Club should consider some form of social work so Youth Clubs were begun in London 

before the War and in Liverpool after. 

 

In 1925 the magazine reported the establishment of a Rydal Boys Club in London.  One of those behind the Club 

at the start was T E Chester-Barratt CBE, solicitor and Commoner of the City of London (Hilary's grandfather 

who she mentions in her email).  Another was C H Ratcliffe, industrialist, the dynamo behind the Rydal 

Bermondsey Mission. 

 

If anyone else can offer further information it will be gratefully received and passed on to Hilary. 

 

 

A RECENT SOCIETY EVENT 
 

Talk - Surrey Docks Farm: the last 270 years – (the recently rediscovered history of the 

Farm’s Rotherhithe site) by Germander Speedwell, 25 March 2015 
 

There were not many people present at the March 25 meeting of the Rotherhithe and Bermondsey Local History 

Society who do not know and enjoy Surrey Docks Farm.  But to have its history brought to light by Germander 

Speedwell’s excellent talk gave us much information that was not so well known, illustrated by a fascinating set 

of slides of maps, prints and photos.  These had been put together via a recent 6-month history research project 

which Germander and volunteers had carried out.  

 

Initially, a 1743 map showed the site used as a shipyard when the land was part of the Bedford estate.  Known as 

Wells Yard, then Barnards, the shipyard was responsible for building probably more than 100 naval and East India 

Company ships including HMS Carcass on which Nelson served as a young midshipman.  The shipyard’s original 

18th C boundary wall is largely still intact as the north wall of the farm.  As fresh timber became scarce and the 

shipbuilding business diminished there is evidence that shipbreaking took place followed by a change of use to a 

timber wharf, known initially as Solly’s Yard.  This went bankrupt and the site was taken over by Peter Rolt and 

known as Acorn Wharf, named after a local pub.  There was a disastrous fire in 1858, which was so great that 

sparks flew across the Thames, setting fire to a ropemakers on the Isle of Dogs. 

  

In 1883 the site was taken over by the Metropolitan Asylums Board, becoming a receiving station for smallpox 

and fever patients to be transported to isolation ships further down the river.  This was a large operation involving 

live-in staff in purpose-built accommodation, specialist facilities for receiving and examining arriving patients (of 

which the building now used as the farm’s forge was originally part) and a pier out into the river, the wooden 

stumps of which can still be seen on the foreshore at low tide.  In 1930 the receiving station was taken over by the 

LCC and scaled down, including replacing the river ambulances with road transport, but there were still people 

working on site who had to be evacuated by boat when the 1940 blitz came.  After the bombing the site was taken 

over by the Fire Service until 1953.  Following this, the land was cleared and over the next few decades was used 

as a sawmill and timber yard and for lorry parking and shipping-container storage.  In 1985 Surrey Docks Farm 

moved from its previous location at the entrance to Greenland Dock and has flourished there ever since.    

 

As a result of this research project, many artifacts are now on display at the Farm alongside boards giving 

information to visitors of the previous history of the site.  You can find further information on the Farm’s website: 

http/www.surreydocksfarm.org.uk/history-trail. 

Angela Woolhouse and Germander Speedwell 

 

 

 

 

ARTICLE  
 

Tales from the Thames: An Oral History of the Thames Lightermen  
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On 14 July 2015 I attended the launch of 

Tales from the Thames: An Oral History of 

the Thames Lightermen at the Museum of 

London Docklands.  It is an oral history 

project focusing on Thames Lightermen and 

Watermen, the people who have operated 

the boats on the Thames with a history going 

back hundreds of years.   

 

The trade goes back to Roman times and 

before, but was first licensed 500 years ago 

by Henry VIII.  The profession has 

employed generations of Londoners with the 

lightermen carrying cargo and the watermen 

carrying passengers.  For hundreds of years, 

generations of families and communities 

have worked on the river with a rich history 

of apprenticeships, work and family life and 

the culture developing around it.  Whilst the 

trade for watermen dwindled with the 

construction of bridges, lightermen 

continued to grow with London's trade up 

until the 1960s when containerisation and 

then the closure of London's dockyards led 

to a decline.  Today, far fewer people work 

on the Thames but for those who do, or who 

have retired in the past 30-40 years, there 

remain vivid memories and important 

stories to tell.  The aim of the project was to 

record and share some of these memories. 

 

With several generations of lightermen in 

my family, all of whom lived and worked in 

Rotherhithe between 1840 and 1900, I felt it 

would be of great interest to me to attend the 

launch and also to report back to R&BLHS 

members.  What a treat it was!   

 

The presentation was run by film director 

Matthew Rosenberg of digital-works which 

is an arts and educational charity that works 

with communities, providing training and 

creative assistance to produce arts and media 

projects.  Pupils of Westminster Cathedral 

and St George the Martyr primary schools 

were greatly involved in the project.  In fact, 

they did most of the work!  The children 

went on visits to the Museum of London and 

to Waterman's Hall, and on a specially 

organised boat trip where they learnt some of 

the skills of the lightermen from former 

lightermen and went through mock 

apprenticeships.  Then, with oral history 

training, the children themselves conducted, 

and recorded on film, the interviews with lightermen to discover, and then share, their history by means of a 

documentary film and in writing.  The filming of the interviews was carried out over two days.  The editing took 

about two and a half months!  Copies of the full interviews will be going to certain London archives and an 

exhibition of photos and the children's writing will be touring London. 

 

Children being put through their paces at Waterman's 

Hall hosted by an actor playing a lighterman from the 

1950s 

Children learning some Lighterman skills on a trip on 

the Thames 

Children from Westminster Cathedral School visit the 

Museum of London Docklands with Peter Daniel 
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The lecture theatre at the 

museum on 14 July was packed 

with an audience of about 200 

people including lightermen, 

historians, curators and people 

from local history organisations.  

The 45-minute oral history 

documentary film, The Weekend 

Millionaires: An Oral History of 

the Thames Lightermen, was 

shown first.  It consisted of the 

edited interviews conducted by 

the children shown together 

with 8mm footage shot by 

lightermen in the 1950s and 

1960s. After this the children 

read a poem inspired by the 

project and took part in a 

Question and Answer session 

with the audience.  The 

lightermen who were present were greatly involved in this.  At the end of the presentation the whole audience 

joined in singing a song called 'Lighterman Tom' written in in 1906.  The song comes at the end of the film and is 

sung by Peter Daniel, son of a lighterman, who also appears in the film.  The film also has a poem written in the 

1980s by a lighterman and called 'The Ballad of the Last Lighterman'.  It tells about the dying trade on the Thames.  

Most of the lightermen present knew of the poem but no-one seems to know who wrote it.  As it is a lovely and 

moving poem, Vince Burke, a musician, was asked to compose some music and record it for use in the film.  It 

opens the film. 

 

Some amusing snippets from the filmed interviews that I jotted down at the time are: 

Lightermen sometimes had a "Bombay Oyster" for breakfast.  This consisted of a raw egg in vinegar.  It did not 

matter what your name was - if your father or uncle before you was called Jack and was also a lighterman then 

you were called Jack as well.  One lighterman had been a union shop steward so he was called Union Jack.  Another 

lighterman described the water in the Thames as being a bit "honky pooky"! 

 

The film is available online at http://www.thameslightermen.org.uk/film.html and is free to view.  There are 

currently twenty lighterman interviews on the website and are available to view, again free, at 

http://www.thameslightermen.org.uk/interviews.html.  They are all full-length unedited interviews but beware 

- some are very long and once you start listening to them it is very difficult to tear yourself away as they are 

fascinating to hear.  Also on the website is a blog that the children have written while they were involved with the 

project.  As the project is still ongoing, the website gets updated from time to time so repeat visits are required.  

The children and all interviewees will be receiving DVDs of the film and Matthew Rosenberg is encouraging any 

local groups, museums and schools to show the film.  Other similar projects that have been undertaken by digital-

works recently have explored various aspects of life in London including the print industry in Fleet Street, tailors 

of Savile Row, jewellers in Hatton Garden and workers on the London Underground.  All are free to watch online 

at: http://www.digital-works.co.uk.  

 

Grateful thanks go to the organisations that helped with the project, these being the Museum of London, the 

National Maritime Museum, Waterman's Hall, Age Exchange based in Blackheath, and Thames Cruises.  The 

project is funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and Unite. 

 

All photographs are by kind permission of Matthew Rosenberg and digital-works 

 

 

 

REVIEWS 

 
 

Review of the book: The House by the Thames - and the people that lived there by Gillian 

Tindall 

The audience listens intently at the launch of the "Tales from the 

Thames: an Oral History of the Thames Lightermen" project on 

14 July at Museum of London Docklands  
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Browsing through some books at a charity shop in Hoddesdon I recently 

came across this little gem.  I had heard of Gillian Tindall and I knew she 

had written books of a historical nature but have never, as yet, read one.  

Looking along the bookshelf, The House by the Thames immediately 

stood out as something that I felt would not only be of interest to me but 

to members of the Society.  I promptly parted with the princely sum of 

50p! 

 

To read about a domestic building (and what stood on the site before) that 

has survived for over 300 years in such an area was fascinating.  Not only 

is the reader given insights into the house and its inhabitants at different 

times over that 300 years but the author also informs us of what was going 

on during that time, and before, in the locality of the building and in 

London as a whole.  This nicely puts the house in context with the 

changing times over several centuries of history. 

 

No 49 Bankside sits on the edge of the Thames backing on to the Globe 

Theatre and looks north across the river towards St Paul's Cathedral.  Most 

of the buildings north of the river have been demolished and rebuilt 

several times through different episodes of its history, in particular after 

the Great Fire and the destruction of the Second World War.  Of the great 

swathe of palaces that, in the 17th century, lined the north bank of the 

Thames from Whitehall to the Inns of Court, not one survives.  Most were 

demolished by the early 18th century, leaving only the street names - 

Arundel Street, Essex Court, Northumberland Avenue.  To the south of 

the river this did not happen as much due to the area not being developed until much later and consisting mainly 

of marshy ground cut with channels and 'pike ponds'.  Development was, therefore, slow.  As the south bank was 

then outside the jurisdiction of the City of London, many took advantage of this with things like theatres and 

brothels opening, as well as obnoxious industries such as tanneries, brewing and vinegar-making.  

 

No 49 Bankside is thought to have been built around 1711 and stands on the site of an inn called The Cardinal's 

Hat.  It is said that the inn started its life as a brothel dating from the 1570s, but in time it became a highly 

respectable establishment leased by the gloriously named Melchisedeck Fritter.  The inn had vaulted Tudor cellars 

that still survive as the present house's cavernous basement.  A plaque outside records, erroneously, that Sir 

Christopher Wren was supposed to have lived in the house while working on St Paul's.  This is impossible since 

the current building postdates this phase of Wren's career by at least a decade. 

 

The house's heyday was between the mid-18th and mid-19th centuries when it was occupied by a family called 

Sells and subsequent generations and the building was a neat London terraced house.  The first of the Sells, Edward 

(the first of many), was a lighterman and the main cargo he carried was coal.  He realised that, with the Industrial 

Revolution about to kick off, coal was going to be needed in vast quantities, especially in London.  He started 

buying and selling coal and so began in the marketing business with one or two others.  Several generations of 

Sells carried on the business after Edward and sometimes amalgamated with others, including the great 

Charringtons.  The Sells grew rich from the thriving trade of the Port of London but left in the late 19th century 

after which several owners/tenants lived there. 

 

The house survived threats of demolition, particularly when new bridges were being planned over the Thames.  

Fortunately they never came to fruition mainly because of lack of money.  However, the new Millennium 

footbridge was built very close by and so is the Tate Modern Art Gallery, which itself was once a power station. 

 

The Front Cover 
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Access to records after 1911 is limited due to closure 

rules, so from then until the present day any information 

about the house and its inhabitants is patchy.  It is known 

that by the early 20th century Bankside had become a bit 

of a slum area, but a film producer, Robert Stevenson 

lived there in the 1930s with his wife, actress Anna Lee.  

They transformed the house into a glamorous white-

washed trophy home before passing it on in 1945.  By 

1970 it was again in a bad state as it became a student 

squat.  The wooden panelling and the barley-sugar 

banisters became firewood to keep the squatters warm.  

But to the rescue came a quirky diplomat called Guy 

Munthe.  To describe Munthe as an eccentric would be 

an understatement.  With an array of similar eccentric 

acquaintances, Munthe was often to be seen riding 

around Chelsea on an ancient motorbike with his pet 

parrot, Augusta, gripping the handlebars!  But he was the 

house's salvation in that he made good the roofs and the 

interiors were restored to something like they were when 

the house was first built.  On Munthe's death it passed to 

another private owner and still remains the building it 

started out as - a place to be lived in. 

 

I was disappointed when I first started reading this book 

because the house hardly gets a mention until you are a 

quarter of the way through.  Nevertheless, the author sets 

the scene at the start with what the area was like before 

the house appeared so what follows makes sense.  This 

is a thoroughly enjoyable book and after reading it you will see Bankside a little differently every time you visit.  

Perhaps you can pick up a copy of the book for 50p somewhere! 

 

The book runs to 258 pages and has 22 photographs and two maps.  It also contains elevation drawings of Bankside 

that were produced from plans as part of the Flood Protection Scheme dating from1881.  There is a comprehensive 

index as well as a section of the Sells' family tree.  The book was first published by Chatto and Windus in 2006.  

The ISPN is 9780701175931 with a cover price of £20. 

 
 

Review of the website: British Transport Treasures 

 

Although I have reviewed a number of books in the pages of the Redriffe Chronicle over the past few years I have 

never, as yet, reviewed a website.  There's a first time for everything so when Stuart Rankin sent me details of the 

website he is involved with I had to take a look.  If you do not know Stuart, he was Chairman of R&BLHS a few 

years ago.  In the early 2000s he was editor of the Chronicle for four years.  He is also author of many books on 

our area, particularly about shipbuilding. 

 

The address of the website is: http://www.britishtransporttreasures.com.  On it you will find, as the name 

suggests, items related to treasures of British transport from bygone times.  All items are available to download at 

very reasonable cost and consist mostly of books, booklets, leaflets, posters and other documents, many of which 

are now out of print.  This means that if you want an original printed copy you will have to search high and low 

to find one and then, if you are successful, you will probably have to pay a great deal for one.  All the items on the 

website can be purchased and downloaded at a fraction of the cost of an original printed copy.   

 

Although there is a heavy lean towards railways, the subjects covered are wide-ranging and include items on ships, 

docks, trams, coaching and a whole host of others relating to transport in general.  

 

When I last looked (in late September), I found twelve items relating to our area.  These included: Between 

Bridgers - Rotherhithe Street and Downtown by F Mary Wilson (1964), Rotherhithe Tunnel Sketches (1829), The 

History of Deptford by Nathan Dews (1884), Rotherhithe Then and Now History Walk and Shipbuilding on the 

Thames both by Stuart Rankin.  New items are being added all the time. 

49 Bankside as it is today 
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The scanning of the 

original items takes 

place in Portugal, which 

is where Stuart now 

lives, and carried out by 

people who are more or 

less housebound but 

who are paid fairly for 

their time.  This is not a commercial moneymaking operation.  It has been set up mainly to make available to the 

public works of an historical transport nature that are fast disappearing.   All downloads are fully printable and can 

be viewed on many types of digital equipment including PCs, laptops, tablets and mobile phones and can also be 

stored on memory sticks. 

 

There are currently nearly 200 items on the website with more being added at regular intervals.  On the Home 

Page there are several different categories so if you are interested in, say, Narrow Gauge Railways just click on 

that category and you will be taken to the relevant page.  They are all in alphabetical order and there is also a 

search box.   

 

Every item is scanned to a high resolution so can be read even on the smallest screen.  For every item downloaded 

a donation of 5p will go to "Help for Heroes'.  If you have been searching for an old out-of-print copy of something 

relating to British transport and so far have not been successful then take a look at the website 

http://www.britishtransporttreasures.com 

 

ROTHERHITHE & BERMONDSEY LOCAL HISTORY SOCIETY 
 

Four covers from some of the many e-books that can be electronically downloaded from 

the British Transport Treasures website.  From top left going clockwise:  

"Centenary of the SS Great Britain" Port of Bristol Authority  

"The Thames and All That" by A G Thompson  

"London's First Railway, the London and Greenwich Railway from 1832 to 1878" by 

Alfred Bennett  

"Between Bridgers - Rotherhithe Street and Downtown" by F Mary Wilson 



 16 

2015-2016 EVENTS 

2015 
28 October Black Plumes and Victorian Sentimentality - Talk by Robert Stephenson 

25 November Dockers Go To War: The emergency deployment of London stevedores to the port  

  of Le Havre in October 1914 - Talk by Chris Everett 

16 December Frost Fairs on the River Thames - Talk by Nicholas Reed 

 

2016 

27 January London and the Poor Law - Talk by David Green 

24 February Visit to the Brunel Museum 

30 March Harwich Mayflower Project 

27 April  Lost Rovers 

25 May  Ada Salter: 150th Anniversary Lecture 

29 June  Deptford Walk 

27 July  Primus Omnium Wapping, The World's First Modern Police Force 

 

Meetings take place on the last Wednesday of every month, except August (no meeting) and December (which is 

mid-month and a bit different!).  The venue is usually the Time & Talents Centre, The Old Mortuary, St 

Marychurch Street, Rotherhithe SE16 4JE.  Arrive from 7:30pm for a 7:45pm start.  We take a refreshment break 

midway through and our evenings end around 9.30-10.00pm.  Visitors are welcome but are asked to donate £2.00.  

In summer (June & July) our meetings take the form of local walks or visits.  Meeting points vary but are always 

close to public transport.  You can also view the programme on: www.rbhistory.org.uk showing any changes 

that have to be made at short notice, i.e. circumstances outside our control.  If you have ideas for future events or 

any comments please contact chair@rbhistory.org.uk.  

 

The Redriffe Chronicle is the newsletter for members of the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society.  

Opinions expressed by contributors are not necessarily those of the Editor or the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local 

History Society.  Copies of each issue can be sent either as a pdf file electronically, or as a printed version by post, 

only to those who have registered as members of the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society and who 

have paid a current subscription.  Copies of individual back issues (if available) may be purchased from the Society 

for £1 plus an A4 size first class SAE.  

 

The Redriffe Chronicle is funded by the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society and this issue has 

again been made possible by generous sponsorship in kind and in cash by donors, some of whom wish to remain 

anonymous.  It is our intention to maintain the standard of presentation in future issues.  There are three ways in 

which members can assist.  Quarter-page advertising spaces, which may be of interest to local tourist attractions, 

publishers, businesses or charities, are available for a minimum donation of £5 for two issues.  Straight donations 

of any amount, however small, are welcomed and can be mentioned in the “Sponsor’s Box” or can be anonymous.  

Finally, occasional fund-raising events or outings are arranged in aid of The Redriffe Chronicle which members 

are invited to support.   

 

For membership details of the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society, either email 

membership@rbhistory.org.uk or visit the Society Website: www.rbhistory.org.uk 
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