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Editorial              Derek Kearey 

 

Welcome to issue 16.1 of The Redriffe Chronicle.  2012 was an incredible year.  Is 2013 going to top it?   

 

We cannot get away from politics these days judging by what is in the news every day - and it rarely seems 

to be anything good.  How different it was back in the early part of the 20th century.  In this issue of your 

Chronicle you will find several pieces on the iconic Dr Alfred Salter.  Dr Salter did so much for the 

"ordinary" people of this area and, in 1922, was elected MP for Bermondsey.  He lost the seat a year later 

but regained it the following year.  He then held the seat continuously until 1945.  

 

One article is a transcript of a talk given by Dr Aubrey Westlake in 1969.  Dr Westlake joined Dr Salter's 

practice in 1918 as a locum and, later, as a partner.  The typewritten transcript was kindly sent to us by Ian 

McAuley whose father was a friend of Dr Westlake.  It is a very long document so it has been split into 

parts - the first part is on page 19 and will be continued in subsequent issues. 

 

Another piece is on the "Salter Statues Campaign" sent in by Lionel Wright.  It tells of the campaign to 

commission and erect statues of the four members of the Salter family (including the family cat) for which 

funding is still being sought.  On page 8 there is a facsimile of an article first published in The Lady 

magazine in 1940.  It is about Dr Salter's wife, Ada, and her garden in Bermondsey that she adored. 

 

Still on the subject of politics we have a report of the R&BLHS January meeting.  Held at Sands Studios in 

Rotherhithe, it commemorated the 30th anniversary of the notorious events leading up to the Bermondsey 

by-election of 1983.  In attendance were the two main candidates, the Rt Hon Simon Hughes MP and Mr 

Peter Tatchell, who discussed the events with the help of Fern Tomlinson, an emergent political journalist.  

As predicted, it was a sell-out occasion and a historic first for our Society.  A hearty "well done" to 

Michael Daniels, who first instigated the idea and then organised what turned out to be a highly successful 

event. 

 

I am pleased to report that there are also write-ups of four other group events.  Many thanks go to all my 

scribes.  It really is much appreciated by all our members.  Keep up the good work.  However . . . 

 

As usual, there is our Notes & Queries feature run by Martin White.  It is extremely disappointing to learn 

of the very poor response from members.  In the six months since the last issue, Martin reports that he has 

received just one query and not one response.  You all know that Notes & Queries exists for every one of 

our members - not just non-members who access it through our website - so please use this facility.  We 

are sure there must be many of you who have questions on Rotherhithe and Bermondsey, however trivial 

they may seem to you.  Please contact Martin and ask!  He is waiting to hear from you.  There is a danger 

this service may be discontinued if it is not going to be used by you.  

 

The Redriffe Chronicle team welcomes any material on the Rotherhithe and Bermondsey areas, and their 

inhabitants, for publication from anyone.  If you have anything from a short note, an odd photograph, a 

question that needs answering or even an article of a few pages, please let us know.  It would be great to 

hear from you.  Although it is not essential, we would appreciate it if material is submitted as a Microsoft 

Word email attachment, or is typewritten and posted.  Please send to the appropriate member below or 

contact any committee member. 

 

Editorial, Main Articles, Reports on Group Events, etc:  Derek Kearey - 8 Birch Avenue, West Parley, 

Ferndown, Dorset BH22 8PG    email: d.kearey@btinternet.com 

Notes and Queries:  Martin White - 77 Kidbrooke Grove, London SE3 0LQ   

email: martinwhit@hotmail.com 

 

Sponsors of this issue: Rose Bailie, Michael Daniels, Claire Frankland, Derek Kearey, Bee Lucas, 

Ian McAuley, David Rogers, Penelope Tay, Jason Webber, Martin White, Angela Woolhouse, 

Lionel Wright, Anonymous 

mailto:d.kearey@btinternet.com
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Museum of London - Surrey Canal Project     Jason Webber 
 

The Museum of London has over a million 

objects in its collection and over 67,000 of 

these are now available to view on the 

website.  We know quite a bit about many of 

the objects in our care but there are some that 

we know little about but would love to find 

out more.  This is where you come in. 

 

The Photographs 

The Museum’s Port and River Archivist, 

Claire Frankland, discovered 100 photos of 

the Surrey Canal pasted into a Port of London 

Authority (PLA) notebook.  There is no 

indication of who took the photographs (or 

why) but it is assumed that it was by a PLA 

employee sometime from 1915-1925.  Two of 

the photographs are reproduced here by kind permission of the Museum of London.  Other than the names 

of some firms or wharves there is often little indication about the subject and location depicted in the 

images.  There is an intriguing series of numbers (written on the back of the photos) that we would 

particularly like to know more about? 

 

The Canal 

As you may know, the Surrey Canal 

(originally the Grand Surrey Canal) was first 

opened in 1807 and was successively 

extended until it ran from Rotherhithe, south 

to Deptford and then west towards 

Camberwell and finally Peckham.  100 years 

later, when our photographs were taken, the 

canal was still in operation and would 

continue to be so until after the Second World 

War.  The canal was closed and largely filled 

in by the 1970s. 

 

The Project 

In trying to find out more about our 

collections, the Museum of London is also 

looking to use new ways of gathering the 

information.  The museum is therefore developing a system where these 100 photographs can be viewed 

online and authorised users will be able to access and add information on what is in them. 

We therefore would like to invite any members of the Rotherhithe and Bermondsey Local History Society 

to take part in this project.  You can do any amount of research that you wish and enter the details 

anywhere where there is a computer (or tablet) with an internet connection. 

This is the Museum of London’s first foray into ‘Crowdsourcing’ or Community sourcing as we prefer to 

call it but we would like to do much more of this type of project in the future.  We believe that together 

we can achieve a much greater understanding of the objects in our care and find out more about the rich 

history of the Rotherhithe and Bermondsey area. 

 

How to get Involved 

If you wish to learn more about the project or would like to take part, please contact Jason Webber, 

Web Content Manager (Collections), Museum of London: jwebber@museumoflondon.org.uk 
 

Mazawattee Tea Factory on the Surrey Canal 

Piles of Timber at H Dussek, Glengall Wharf 



 4 

“The Salter Family is on its way!” 
 

That’s the message from the Salter Statues Campaign (SSC).  And there’s a ‘PS’ - the more donations 

SSC can raise, the sooner the riverside will have the sculptures of the inspirational political-community 

campaigning couple Dr. Alfred Salter (1873-1945) and his wife Ada (1866-1942), plus their “little ray of 

sunshine” Joyce, the Salters’ only child, who tragically died from scarlet fever at the age of eight in 1910.  

Finally, the fourth family member - Joyce’s cat. 

 

The campaign to replace the statues was set up by local people, including several Rotherhithe & 

Bermondsey Local History Society (R&BLHS) members.  It was launched at the beginning of 2012, soon 

after the original sculpture ‘Dr. Salter’s Daydream’ was stolen at the end of 2011.  Apart from a spell 

around 2002 when its parts were stored indoors on Council premises, ‘Dr. Salter’s Daydream’ had stood 

by the Thames since it was unveiled in 1991. 

 

Design for the new Dr. Salter’s Daydream 

In February, the Salter Statues 

Campaign took a major step 

forward when the design for the 

new sculpture was revealed 

(Southwark News 14.2.13 and 

SE16.com website story 11.2.13). 

Earlier, a decision was taken to 

commission original sculptor 

Diane Gorvin to create 

replacement figures.  Diane has 

produced ‘maquettes’ - miniature 

sculpture models - which 

campaign members have now 

approved for production. 

 

The current publicity for the new 

‘Dr. Salter’s Daydream’ has 

shone a spotlight again on the 

fundraising drive.  Altogether, the 

statues and security measures will 

cost £100,000.  However in 2012 Southwark Council, with the support of all political parties on the 

authority, pledged to match the amount raised by SSC. 

 

£50,000 target and importance of Gift Aid 

This means the effective target is £50,000 of which over £15,000 has been raised.  Salter Statues 

Campaign thanks all the R&BLHS members who’ve contributed.  SSC encourages donors to use Gift Aid 

under which every £100 donated generates gross income to the campaign of £120. 

 

The original art-work featured Dr. Salter, Joyce and the cat.  When the metal thieves struck they only took 

Alfred’s statue.  For the moment the sculptures of Joyce and the animal (which the thieves tried to 

remove) are in Council safekeeping again, ready to join the new sculptures. 

 

New group of statues will include Ada Salter 

After completing the first ‘Daydream’, the mould used for Alfred was lost when Meridian Foundry closed 

down.  When combined with the 2011 theft, this happenstance paved the way for both a fresh design of 

the Alfred Salter figure and a new look at ‘Dr. Salter’s Daydream’ as a whole.  The 2013 design includes 

new statues of both Alfred and Ada Salter as well as the original statues of Joyce and the cat. 

 

Dr. Alfred Salter is remembered as a brilliant pioneering doctor who, long before the NHS, brought free 

Angel East - perspective view of the group 
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or low-price medical treatment to poor families who otherwise could not afford treatment and promoted 

health education through things such as cinema vans touring the streets.  For over twenty years he was 

MP for Bermondsey, and was still in Parliament when he died in 1945.  Throughout, he supported the 

local council in its work to improve the lot of ordinary people in the area, including large-scale slum 

clearance and the construction of healthy new housing planned on ‘garden city’ principles. 

As well as commemorating Alfred Salter, Diane Gorvin’s new ‘Dr. Salter’s Daydream’ will also embody 

the fact that, as well as being a political and personal partner to her husband, Ada Salter made a 

significant contribution in her own right.  Dr. Salter’s biographer writes: 

“Mrs. Salter herself was engaged in public activities almost as absorbingly as her husband; with a 

twinkle in his eye, Alfred used to say that they took up politics to escape from each other!” (Fenner 

Brockway, ‘Bermondsey Story: The Life of Alfred Salter’, page 114). 

 

Ada’s achievements and Bermondsey’s ‘Beautification Committee’ 

Ada Salter was first elected to public office in 1909 on Bermondsey Council then, in 1925, to London 

County Council.  She was the first woman councillor in Bermondsey and the first female Mayor of 

London in 1922 (one of only four female mayors in Britain). 

 

Upon being appointed Mayor of 

Bermondsey, Ada Salter “declined to wear 

Mayoral robes or the chain of office” 

(Brockway p. 85).  In that period, mayors 

were far more substantial players in local 

councils than the often ceremonial mayors 

of today (at least under the local government 

model adopted in Southwark).  Ada’s 

attitude is thought to have stemmed from 

her understanding of Quaker principles, 

including humility and the idea that 

individuals should not raise themselves 

above others. 

 

Working together with Alfred Salter, and 

independently, Ada Salter was active on a 

wide range of fronts and issues including, as 

a feminist, launching clubs for working 

class girls and involvement in 

Bermondsey’s housing campaign. 

 

However, one achievement for which she is remembered particularly is her work to improve the local 

environment, for example on Bermondsey Council’s Beautification Committee, which she chaired in the 

1920s.  Fenner Brockway picks up the story: 

 

"The major problem which the Beautification Committee had to face was the absence of sites on which to 

plant their flowers.  So built up was the borough that the Council did not possess a single open space.  

The L.C.C. owned Southwark Park, but apart from this there was no relief for 120,000 people from the 

wilderness of brick and mortar which was Bermondsey and there was no recreation ground for the 

children.  The Council turned to the churchyards filled with tombstones.  Permission was secured from 

most of the church authorities to line the gravestones along the walls and to cover the graves by beds of 

flowers; the churchyards of both the parish churches of Bermondsey and Rotherhithe were transformed in 

this way and so was the large churchyard of St. James’s, in the centre of the borough . . .  

Every odd corner and waste piece of ground in the borough on which flowers and shrubs could grow was 

sought out by the Council.  Bermondsey became a place of unexpected beauty spots.  Amidst soot-grimed 

buildings one suddenly came upon splashes of brilliant colour, red dahlias, yellow daffodils.  They were 

like vases of flowers in a dusty room . . .  

The seated Dr Salter waving to his family 
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Within two years, 9,000 trees had been planted in the streets of Bermondsey . . . The aim was to have 

flowers in the Bermondsey gardens from January to December, and soon it was realised . . .  

Bermondsey’s flowers began to be famous beyond its borders . . .” (Brockway pp. 87- 89) 

 

The Salters’ ‘Green Parlour’ and three time zones in the new ‘Daydream’ 

The Redriffe Chronicle spoke to Diane Gorvin: “Obviously losing the first Alfred Salter statue was very 

upsetting and it was difficult to revisit a work I made over twenty years ago.  But it gave a welcome 

opportunity to add Ada to the group.  As a feminist I’m delighted Ada will also be celebrated, a 

remarkable woman who deserves recognition for her many good works to benefit the people of 

Bermondsey.” 

 

“Alfred and Ada Salter worked so hard they didn’t have 

much time to relax.  But after the birth of Joyce they made a 

garden at their home, a ‘Green Parlour’ where their 

‘sunshine’ could play.  This is the memory I wish to evoke 

for Dr. Salter.” 

 

“Seated on a granite bench Dr. Salter looks towards Ada and 

Joyce.  He is resting both hands on his umbrella but the 

fingers of the top hand are raised in a slight wave as he sees 

his wife and daughter together in happier times when both 

were alive.  Ada stands next to a planter with a trowel in her 

hand planting some bulbs, as she looks towards Joyce.” 

 

“The work is made up of several elements and involves three 

time zones.  First, Dr. Salter in his final years looking back 

to happier times with Ada and their young child.  Then Ada 

and Joyce plus the cat are shown around 1906 when Joyce 

was four and Ada forty.  Finally there’s a contemporary 

version of the Green Parlour which is intended to reflect Ada 

and Alfred’s beliefs by using the suffragist colours of white, 

green and purple for the planting, and the Quaker philosophy 

of simplicity for the proposed landscaping component.” 

 

“I’d emphasise that the landscaping aspect is still under 

discussion.  However it’s hoped that the sculpture will be 

complemented by planting.  The intention is to create a 

distinct area for the statues, and to do this in a way which 

supports the idea of the Green Parlour.” 

 

Next steps for the Salter Statues Campaign 

The campaign has produced an attractive appeal letter and A4 posters with photos of Alfred, Ada and 

Joyce, the first sculpture and the new design.  These can be viewed at the campaign noticeboard at the 

statues’ last location near the Angel pub and copies are available from SSC (see below). 

A recent speaking engagement resulted in a large donation and campaigners are considering the 

possibility of producing further appeal letters for different audiences. 

 

The Salter Statues Campaign appeals to Chronicle readers who haven’t assisted financially to make a 

contribution.  Another way in which people can help is by distributing campaign material to borough 

communities, trades union, faith and business groups with a view to encouraging more donations so the 

£50,000 target can be reached and sculptor Diane Gorvin can start work on the new Dr. Salter’s 

Daydream. 

Lionel Wright 

 

Ada Salter Planting Bulbs 
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Further information 

For more information on the Salter Statues Campaign please email:  

salterstatues@gmail.com or visit its website: www.salterstatues.co.uk 

 

Actress / playwright Alison Mead is currently working on a production about the Salters. For more 

information please email: alison@three4all.org 

 

In order to achieve the closest possible likenesses of the family, Diane Gorvin is appealing to anyone with 

photographs of the Salters to send them to Andrea Allen at Southwark Council. 

Please ring 020 7525 0860 or email: andrea.allen@southwark.gov.uk 

 

The Salter Statues Campaign has a limited stock of Fenner Brockway’s book ’Bermondsey Story: The Life 

of Alfred Salter’ for sale.  Southwark Libraries also has copies at several sites. 

 

 

Discover Greenwich - Adult Archaeology Walk and Talk, 1 May 2013 - 11.00am to 12.15pm  
 

Join the Thames Discovery Programme for archaeological activities on the foreshore at Greenwich.  

Discover London’s longest open-air archaeological site, the foreshore of the River Thames.  Learn how to 

identify archaeological objects and discuss your finds.  Please bring wellington boots/suitable footwear. 

£6 per adult.  Suitable for adults 16+.   Limited spaces - booking essential.   Telephone: 020 8269 4799 

 

You can also visit the Discover Greenwich Visitor Centre with its permanent exhibition, Tourist 

Information Centre and The Old Brewery café, bar and restaurant.  Find out more about the site’s grand 

architecture and explore over 500 years of history.  Discover Greenwich is free and is open daily from 

10.00am to 5.00pm.  For more information email: info@ornc.org or visit the Discover Greenwich 

website:  www.ornc.org/visit/attractions/discover-greenwich-visitor-centre  

 

 

Guided Walks of Deptford Creek 

 

A walk up the Creek is a unique and fascinating experience.  At high tide, up to 7 metres of water floods 

the Creek.  As the tide retreats, London’s “Grand Canyon” is revealed and the walks are led along this 

gorge on the stony river bottom.  Deptford Creek is one of the capital’s unexpected and hidden green 

gems, providing an unmatched opportunity for adventure and discovery not found elsewhere in London. It 

is a haven for hundreds of fresh and saltwater plants and animals and one of London’s most historic 

waterways, where the past flows into the present.  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. 

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 Centre to book a place. 

 

Dates and Times:  Sunday 28 April 10.30am - Sunday 19 May 2.00pm - Saturday 29 June 11.00am - 

Sunday 14 July 11.00am 

 

Cost:  Adults £10.00, Children (8 to 16) and Concessions £8.50.   Family of 2 Adults & 2 

Children £28.00 

http://www.salterstatues.co.uk/
http://www.thamesdiscovery.org/riverpedia/greenwich-palace-riverpedia
mailto:info@ornc.org
http://www.oldroyalnavalcollege.org/discover-greenwich/
http://www.oldroyalnavalcollege.org/discover-greenwich/
http://www.creeksidecentre.org.uk/events/low-tide-walks/
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 An article by Ada Salter entitled "A Garden in Bermondsey" first 
published 6 June 1940 in The Lady Magazine 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
       

Reproduced by kind permission of Gillian Spickernell of The Lady Magazine 
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 REVIEWS OF RECENT SOCIETY EVENTS 
 

Execution Dock: The Seafarers’ Tyburn - Talk by Rose Baillie (Chair, City of London 

Archaeological Society), October 2012 

 
No tourist boat passes Wapping without its guide saying that this was the site of Execution Dock where 

pirates were hung and their bodies left dangling until three tides had washed over them.  Best known 

among these was Captain Kidd who is still remembered by a Wapping riverside pub.  Nonetheless, a 

certain vagueness surrounds Execution Dock’s location and no blue plaque marks the spot.  So I began to 

investigate this issue as a follow up to fieldwork COLAS (City of London Archaeological Society) had 

undertaken on the Wapping foreshore.    

 

Execution Dock was the place of public execution 

of seafarers convicted by the High Court of 

Admiralty.  The Court’s origin goes back to 

Edward III and by the 16
th
 Century it was 

responsible for trying crimes committed along the 

English coast or at sea outside the borders of other 

counties on merchant (not Royal Navy) ships.  

The rigours of seafaring in the age of sail 

demanded a high level of exertion, discipline and 

teamwork, often in the face of hardship and 

danger, with financial temptation often beckoning.  

Trouble was bound to occur.   

 

Our earliest sources suggest that hangings 

occurred just beyond St Katherine’s but the 

location was moved eastward in the 16
th
 Century 

as London began to expand beyond its medieval 

limits.  It is thought that the gallows location at the 

tide’s edge was to signify the Court’s maritime 

jurisdiction.  The Thames-side location was to 

serve as a warning to other sailors, most of whom 

stayed east of London Bridge and the ‘three tides’ 

tradition was a mark of ignominy. 

 

We have a wealth of map evidence from the 17
th
 

Century onward that makes the location of 

‘Execution Dock Stairs’ quite clear.  They are the foreshore access stairs, still surviving in ruined form 

below the Silver Barracuda ships pier, and renamed ‘King Henry’s Stairs’ in the 19
th

 Century.   It is likely 

that in the later 17
th
 Century, hangings did indeed take place nearby.  However, for a variety of reasons, I 

believe that by the early 18
th
 Century, when we begin to have better newspaper descriptions of executions 

and the processions that led up to them, the habitual location of the gallows had again been shifted 

eastward, to somewhere near Wapping TfL Station, while the Stairs kept their old name.  This would give 

the viewpoint of the only representation of Execution Dock (see illustration above) of c1762 that shows 

St Mary’s Church Rotherhithe upstream of the gallows.     

 

Wapping at this time was the heart of a busy seaport.  The foreshore at low tide would have been thickly 

strewn with beached boats and barges, mooring-ropes and chains; the workplace of cargo handlers, boat 

repairers and mudlarks.  In practical terms, what was required for an execution was a ramp for the 

prisoner’s cart and some sort of hard-standing on the foreshore to make a base for the temporary scaffold 

and stop everyone getting muddy.  Since hangings only took place once or twice a year it seems most 

likely that, by the 18
th

 Century, ‘Execution Dock’ was not a permanently reserved stretch of foreshore but 

Execution Dock c1762 with St Mary's Church 

in the background 
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that some compliant shipwright or other riverside business, with land-side access for wheeled vehicles 

and a working area on the foreshore, would clear a space when requested by the authorities.  

 

It is not true that those hung were swashbuckling Pirates of the Caribbean types.  By the 18
th
 Century, 

most were murderers although, confusingly, the word ‘pyrate’ was widely used for many seafaring 

wrong-doers.  There were sailors who killed their officers and took over the ship; captains who killed 

members of their crews; participants in random quarrels and knife fights; and those who stole from ships 

of nations with whom Britain was not currently at war.  There were also smugglers, insurance fraudsters, 

mutinying convicts en route to a penal colony and at least one unfortunate who was hung, drawn and 

quartered for treason, being found served on an enemy nation’s ship.   

 

The condemned man’s last day began at Newgate prison, a few days after trial at the Old Bailey and 

Royal confirmation of his sentence.  The journey to Execution Dock was made by cart in a procession led 

by the Marshal of the High Court of Admiralty, who bore a silver oar as a symbol of authority, with 

Sheriffs and City Marshals on horseback.  The victim was accompanied by a minister of religion, often 

the Ordinary (Chaplain) of Newgate Prison, and the public hangman.  Large crowds lined the route and 

sightseers watched from boats in mid Thames.  Sadly for tourist-guide tradition, it seems to be a myth that 

a stop was made for a last drink at a Wapping inn.   Newspaper descriptions tell of the procession leaving 

the City at Aldgate and proceeding along The Highway before turning south down Gravel Lane, now 

called Wapping Lane. 

 

Meanwhile, a simple cross-bar gallows was being erected on the foreshore where the hanging took place 

at low tide by the ‘short-drop’ method.  In this, a platform on which the victim stood fell away and he 

died of asphyxia and failing blood supply to the brain.  We are told there was usually 1-3 minutes of 

conscious struggling followed by a period of reflex twitching or writhing but a wait of 30 minutes was 

generally thought necessary to guarantee death.  

 

We have a lot of evidence about the conduct of the 

execution and the prisoners’ demeanour from newspapers 

of the mid-18
th
 Century onward and from publications like 

the Newgate Calendar and the Ordinary of Newgate’s own 

booklets about the criminal’s life, conduct and dying 

words.  On the one hand it was deemed important that the 

condemned admitted their wrong-doing and made a 

Christian repentance, and on the other there was a 

considerable public appetite for stories of crime.  Having 

mounted the scaffold there were final prayers and the 

condemned man had the opportunity to make a last 

statement, often addressed to his audience of fellow 

seafarers. 

 

I can find no 18
th

 Century evidence for the corpse hanging 

at Execution Dock for three tides but a heavy chain, found 

by a dredger in 1932 and donated to the Museum of 

London, suggests that at one time the body might have 

been strongly secured to a stake for the requisite period.  

From the 18
th

 Century the body might be buried 

anonymously somewhere like Greenwich marshes or later 

taken for medical dissection.  Particularly notorious 

criminals, or those of whom the authorities wished to make 

a public example, could be coated in tar and hung on a 

gibbet along the Thames, e.g. at Millwall or Tilbury.   It 

was a mark of rare official sympathy if friends or relatives were allowed to take the body away for burial.  

This was probably the motive for the friends of a popular Scottish sail-maker called James Buchanan to 

A page from the Ordinary of Newgate 

Book of 1738 
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storm the scaffold after he had hung for 5 minutes.  To the fury of the Sherriff’s men and the joy of the 

watching sailors they bundled the body into a boat and began to row vigorously.  Then Buchanan was 

seen to be reviving….  What happened next is, as they say, another story.  

 

The last hangings at Execution Dock occurred in 1830 and were of two convicts who had helped take 

over a brig en route to the notorious Macquarie Harbour and sailed it to Japan.  They then made the 

mistake of returning to their old haunts in England and were recognised.   I have not yet found an official 

declaration that Execution Dock would no longer be used, but by 1830 steam ships had arrived on the 

Thames and Wapping was beginning to lose its maritime trades to become dominated by cargo handling 

and warehousing.  The pirate age was over. 

Rose Bailie 

 

 

Massey Shaw Fireboat: Firefighting on the Water - Talk by David Rogers, November 2012 
 

On the 28 November, David Rogers, Director and Project Manager of the Massey Shaw & Marine 

Vessels Preservation Society, gave a presentation on the Massey Shaw Fireboat and her restoration.  

David commenced the evening with a brief history of his career in the Fire Service and how he became 

involved with the society in the early 1980s. 

 

His talk continued by introducing 

a brief outline of the career of 

Capt. Sir Eyre Massey Shaw, 

Chief Officer from 1861- 1891, 

after whom the fireboat is named, 

and how the two are linked.   

 

The fireboat was commissioned 

by the London County Council in 

1935 to fight fires on the River 

Thames and its tributaries at a cost 

of £18,000.  The vessel was built 

by J Samuel Whites of Cowes, 

Isle of Wight and was one of the 

last craft in the yard to feature 

riveted construction. 

 

Massey Shaw was heralded on her 

arrival on the Thames as being the 

most powerful fireboat ever to be 

built in the country. Her 

Merryweather firepumps could 

displace three thousand gallons of 

water per minute from her main monitor or eight fire-hoses, and were soon on display as Massey Shaw 

fought a fire at Colonial Wharf, Wapping, within a few months of her commissioning. 

 

During the fire, Massey Shaw used her water jet to punch a hole in the warehouse wall and create a 

firebreak that saved over three million pounds worth of stock from being destroyed.  An excellent return 

on the £18,000 she cost to build in the first place. 

 

Massey Shaw Fireboat display at Blackfriars 1935 
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In May 1940, Massey Shaw and her volunteer crew were called upon to leave the Thames and become 

part of Operation Dynamo.  The fireboat was initially asked to travel across the channel to Dunkirk to 

fight the fires near the oil refineries 

but found this impossible so she 

was deployed to the beaches of La 

Panne.  Massey Shaw’s shallow 

draft of 3ft 9ins allowed her to get 

in close to the beaches and take 

aboard troops, who were transferred 

to larger craft waiting in deeper 

water.  The vessel made four trips 

during which she rescued 500 

troops off the beaches and brought a 

further 110 back to the UK.  Massey 

Shaw was one of the last ships to 

leave the scene of battle and on her 

return from Ramsgate back to the 

Thames she witnessed the demise of 

a French merchant ship that hit a 

mine and blew up.  The crew and 

the French captain were rescued by 

the fireboat and returned to 

Ramsgate, during which time the 

captain remained in the heads 

(toilet) as he asked for a place away from his crew! 

 

Massey Shaw and her crew were given a huge welcome from all the shipping on the Thames as they 

sailed back to Lambeth and their act of bravery was recognised in that their coxswain for the trip, sub 

officer AJ May, was awarded the DSM and two of the crew were mentioned in dispatches.  Unlike a 

number of the "Little Ships" who returned to a quieter life on the river, Massey Shaw went back to her 

day job of fighting fires in the Blitz.  At the end of December 1940, Massey Shaw was credited with 

saving St Paul’s by pumping water from the Thames into a water relay which stopped the fires around the 

cathedral from destroying London’s 

famous landmark. 

 

In 1947, Massey Shaw was once 

again involved in another historic 

event as Mr Herbert Morrison and a 

group of government officials asked 

if the LFB could provide a boat to 

take them on a trip down river 

towards Southend.  All the crew 

was told not to disturb their guests 

and to keep away from the cabin.  

We now know that this trip was 

used to finalise the draft for the 

National Health Service that 

appeared the following year, thanks 

to a small role played by Massey 

Shaw. 

 

Massey Shaw’s career continued 

until 1971, making her the longest 

serving fireboat on the Thames.  On 

Massey Shaw Fireboat off the Houses of Parliament 1950s 

Decommissioned Massey Shaw Fireboat 1970s 
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her de-commissioning, the Fire Authority could not decide what to do with her so she spent years being 

moved up and down the river until she finally was berthed in St Katharine’s Dock in the early 1980s.  By 

this time she was in need of some TLC, and this came in the shape of a group of enthusiasts and former 

crew-members who formed the Massey Shaw & MV Preservation Society to preserve her for future 

generations. 

 

From those early days, the Society managed to get some funding and restore the vessel into a working 

boat that could pump water and attend events both on the Thames, and further afield with the association 

of Dunkirk Little Ships.  In recent times Massey Shaw’s fortunes have been like a roller coaster as she has 

been vandalised and sunk on several occasions, resulting in the vessel’s deterioration. 

 

By the early 2000s, Massey Shaw was in a poor condition and help was provided by the Channel 4 

programme ‘Salvage Squad’ to restore the hull and engine so that she could continue as a working boat 

once more.  The programme highlighted the fact that further fundraising would be needed to fully restore 

Massey Shaw, or else she faced being scrapped.  A bid was made to the Heritage Lottery Fund in 2008 

after two years of planning, and was successful.  Massey Shaw was lifted out of the water in South Dock 

Marina, Southwark in 2009, and work commenced on her restoration using local skilled people and 

volunteers.  Unfortunately, it became clear that more money would be needed to complete the restoration, 

so a second bid was made to the HLF which resulted in a re-tendering of the works.  After many months, 

the contract was awarded to a company in Gloucester and sadly Massey Shaw was loaded up on to a 

trailer and taken to Gloucester Dock to complete the restoration and sea trials. 

 

Massey Shaw is now nearing the end of her restoration in Gloucester.  She has many new rivets holding 

new hull plates in position, new teak decking and rebuilt engines, all of which will enable her to return to 

her former glory on the Thames.  Alongside all the restoration work, the Society and its band of 

volunteers have been working on an education project and drama that features the work of the Auxiliary 

Fire Service and Massey Shaw’s service during the Blitz.  We are now contacting schools throughout 

London to offer them the opportunity to see this unique programme and undertake the workshops that 

support the key learning objectives. 

 

We are all looking forward to Massey Shaw returning to the Thames in May 2013 and sailing her around 

the coast.  This 600-mile adventure will be a great opportunity to show how the restoration work has been 

completed and demonstrate what a fireboat from the 1930s can do. 

 

If you would like more information, please contact me via our Website, www.masseyshaw.org or email: 

masseyshaw@hotmail.co.uk 

David Rogers 

 

 

The Palace of Knightsbridge - Talk by Richard Furnival-Jones, December 2012 
 

It was the Christmas meeting in the Old Mortuary and . . . the subject of our talk was "The Palace of 

Knightsbridge".  This, of course, meant the emporium of Harrods, and the presenter of the history was the 

elegantly frock-coated and bearded Richard Furnival-Jones who had retired from the running of the Food 

Hall in April 2004 after 40 years working for Harrods.   

 

He led us through its history, from foundation in 1849 when, seeing the potential of an area between the 

palaces of Kensington and Buckingham, Mr Charles Henry Harrod took over a failing local shop in the 

country village of Knightsbridge. The business thrived and, in 1853, Charles Henry moved from his 

original city premises to live over the Knightsbridge shop, eventually retiring and handing over to his son, 

Charles Digby, in 1861.  The young man expanded the range and bought adjoining properties, offering 

customers good service and prompt deliveries.  When the shop, lit by gas, burned down just before 

Christmas 1883, he rented nearby property and delivered all orders on time as promised.  He introduced 
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such novelties as store cards, and luminaries like Oscar Wilde and Lily Langtry were among the first to 

use them. 

 

When Charles Digby Harrod retired he handed over to Richard Burbage, one of whose innovations was 

the first escalator in the UK in 1898 - a moving rubber band.  In 1899 he began to build, on four and half 

acres of Knightsbridge, the store that we know today with its famous frontage by Doulton, the Lambeth 

pottery firm.  He had electric generators installed, and three artesian wells drilled, all of which today still 

supply power and water from the subterranean layers below the shop.  The great and famous and historic 

came to buy: the Czar of Russia’s sons’ sailor-suits, as seen in their photographs taken on a visit to Queen 

Victoria, came from Harrods, as did the uniforms worn by the first Women Police Officers in 1917.  With 

their own in-house undertakers, Harrods claimed to look after their customers from cradle to grave.  There 

was challenge from Gordon Selfridge when he launched his store on Oxford Street 60 years after the 

opening of Harrods, but the business still held its dominant position under the leadership of the now 'Sir' 

Richard Burbage who then handed on to his son, Woodman Burbage.  

 

The shop continued to supply the needs and wants of the public, famously advertising “everything from a 

pin to an elephant”, a claim which was taken up by the son of King Zog of Albania who ordered a jewel 

encrusted tie-pin and an elephant (“Indian or African, Sir?”) to be sent to Ronald Reagan.  Eventually, 

however, there was the take-over by Hugh Fraser in 1959 and subsequently in 1985 by Mohammed Al 

Fayed who sold the business to the Emir of Qatar in May 2010 for £1.5 billion. 

 

Richard Furnival-Jones, an accomplished raconteur, continued to amuse us with anecdotes of exotic 

guinea pigs escaped from the Pet Department, the vagaries of some elderly customers and, finally, with 

the seasonal information that Harrods was the only department store not charging to see Father Christmas.   

Angela Woolhouse 

 

 

Bermondsey By-Election . . . 30 Years On 
The Historic 30th Anniversary Meeting at Sands Studios, January 2013 

 

Remembered to this day for its backdrop of violence and homophobia, the Bermondsey By-Election 

of 1983 has been described as probably the dirtiest and most violent election in twentieth century 

politics. It also sparked the largest by-election swing in British political history.  To mark its 

thirtieth anniversary, the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society reunited the two key 

candidates, the Rt. Hon Simon Hughes, MP and Mr Peter Tatchell, to debate this landmark 

election.  

 

On the evening of the 30
th
 January, Simon Hughes and Peter Tatchell drew a record crowd to the Society 

meeting at the studios of Sands Films in Rotherhithe.  The event, which was organised by chairman 

Michael Daniels, aimed to discuss the events leading up to the 1983 by-election, the selection of the 

candidates, and the conduct of the campaign.  It was attended by over 100 local people and was sold out 

within two days of tickets becoming publically available.  

 

The discussion was chaired by budding political journalist, Fern Tomlinson, who first gave a brief 

overview of what happened during the run-up to the by-election which was triggered by the resignation of 

Labour MP Robert Mellish.  Reflecting the split in the party at the time, Labour failed to agree on a 

candidate.  Mellish endorsed his friend, John O’Grady.  The Bermondsey Labour Party wanted its 

secretary Peter Tatchell, but Michael Foot and the NEC refused to support him.  Local power won out and 

Tatchell was duly selected.  Barrister Simon Hughes was chosen for the Liberals, and fourteen other 

candidates had their names on the ballot.   
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The by-election is most 

notable for the attacks on 

Peter Tatchell.  He was the 

target of incessant hate mail, 

physical and verbal attacks, 

and homophobic graffiti 

across the constituency.  A 

number of the other 

candidates were involved in 

the attacks against him.  

Those canvassing for the 

Liberal Party wore badges 

saying ‘I’ve been kissed by 

Peter Tatchell’, actively 

courting the homophobic 

vote.  A leaflet produced by 

the Liberal Party towards the 

end of the campaign branded 

the election a ‘straight choice’ 

between Labour and the 

Liberals.  Another leaflet produced anonymously referred to Tatchell as a ‘Queen’ and gave out his 

personal phone number and address. 

 

It remains the largest by-election swing in British political history with a 44% swing from Labour to the 

Liberals.  Simon Hughes has held the seat since, while Tatchell has gone on to ardently campaign for 

human and gay rights.  

 

Both Hughes and Tatchell 

spoke for 20 minutes each 

about their personal 

experience.  Mr Hughes 

started with a sincere and 

heartfelt personal apology to 

Peter Tatchell for what went 

on during the campaign: “I 

apologise to him privately 

and publicly for what 

happened.  Many of the 

things which happened to 

him were completely 

unacceptable.” Hughes 

followed this with a brief 

history of the Bermondsey 

constituency, and how he 

came to be selected as the 

Liberal candidate.   

 

Mr Tatchell then took the floor, giving a harrowing personal account of the abuse and attacks he suffered 

not only in 1983, but also as a result of the widespread publicity surrounding the by-election.  Then, in a 

magnanimous response to Hughes’ earlier apology, Tatchell said “I don’t personally blame him.  I don’t 

frankly know what he knew and didn’t know. I suspect he did not know.” He also further explained the 

impact of the splits in the Labour party at the time. 

 

Simon Hughes, Fern Tomlinson, Peter Tatchell and Michael 

Daniels at the 30th Anniversary debate 

Simon Hughes remembers the by-election 
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There then followed an extensive question and answer session, seeing both Tatchell and Hughes cover a 

wide range of topics including the role of the Church, both in 1983 and in issues of homosexuality today; 

the new impact of Twitter in politics; and what each candidate wished they had done differently at the 

time.   

 

Key points that were drawn out included the joint projects which Hughes and Tatchell have worked 

together on since 1983; the unreserved regret that is felt about what happened during the campaign from 

both sides; and the role the media and tabloid press played in actively encouraging the homophobic abuse 

that Tatchell suffered.  

 

Fern Tomlinson commented "Both Simon's and Peter's accounts of the 1983 by-election were incredibly 

interesting and it was harrowing to hear first hand what Peter suffered both during the campaign and 

afterwards.  The question and answer session allowed both participants to expand on key themes such as 

homophobia and the state of British politics, both in the 1980s and today."  

 

Michael Daniels added "The evening was a sell-out and had become the 'talk of the Blue' as well as the 

local pubs!  I found it both enlightening and humbling to hear Simon and Peter give such honest and open 

accounts, and fascinating to witness the degree to which many of their views converge."  
 

Photos and videos of the event are currently available via links on our web site 

www.rbhistory.org.uk 

 

 

Subterranean Railway: 150 years of the London Underground - Talk by Christian Wolmar, 

February 2013 
 

Londoners take the Underground for granted.  They might moan about it when it goes wrong, but for the 

most part it’s just there like lampposts or garden fences, a barely noticed part of London’s infrastructure.  

Yet, it is a fantastic part of the capital’s history and deserves recognition as a great British innovation that 

has now been imitated in more than 200 cities across the world.  And this year it has celebrated its 150
th
 

anniversary with the first steam engines to go in the system for 40 years.  

 

Indeed, the very name Metro comes from London’s first line, the Metropolitan Railway, which opened in 

1863 between Paddington and Farringdon.  Just, for a moment, think about that in the context of the age.  

Trains, another British invention, had only been running for just over thirty years and tunneling was still 

in its infancy with Britain again to the fore in the shape of Marc Brunel’s tunnel under the Thames which 

was completed in 1843 - the first in the world to be built under a river.  

 

The promoters of the Metropolitan Railway, therefore, not only had to struggle to raise capital of £1m – 

probably equivalent to around £250m today though such comparisons are inevitably imprecise – but also 

had to persuade passengers that it was safe to travel in trains under the city streets.  Moreover, the 

Metropolitan and other early lines were operated by steam engines which meant that tunnels were 

inevitably smoky and smelly places to go into.  Chemists on the line soon cottoned on to the idea that 

money could be made from the Underground – not a term that was used until the 20
th

 century – by selling 

‘Metropolitan Mixture’ to passengers emerging gasping from the railway tunnels.  

 

 

http://www.rbhistory.org.uk/
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Nevertheless, Londoners 

flocked to the use early lines 

enabling the pioneers to build 

more lines rapidly.  Soon the 

Metropolitan and its rival the 

Metropolitan District (led by 

two men who hated each other 

– James Forbes and Edward 

Watkin) were spreading their 

tentacles around London.  

Hammersmith, an area which 

previously was known for its 

fields of strawberries and 

spinach, by 1877 was blessed 

with two stations, 100 yards 

apart – and which incidentally 

have still not been connected.   

 

By 1880, Richmond, Ealing and Harrow had been reached and a decade later Wimbledon, Chesham and 

Hounslow.  Of course, most of this was overground and it is possible to think of the Underground as a 

central core of tunnels linking large parts of the capital.  But this was not a passive process.  The lines 

were built into rural areas specifically to stimulate development, allowing the capital to spread and people 

to find better housing than they otherwise could in the cramped centre which was still, of course, a hive of 

industry including much manufacturing.  Once the Underground arrived, within a few years, a rural haven 

had been turned into a bustling suburb with the station as its centre. 

 

If all this innovation was not 

enough, London pioneered a 

second type of underground line.  

The Metropolitan, Circle and 

District lines (which today are 

known as the sub-surface lines) 

were constructed using the cut 

and cover method.  Dig a hole, 

put in the railway and cover it 

over again.  But, towards the end 

of the century, underneath the city 

streets was almost as cluttered as 

above them.  Gas, electricity, 

telephones, sewers, water mains – 

all had to be accommodated and 

consequently digging up just 

below the surface became 

impossible.  Instead, the world’s 

first bored tunnel Underground 

line was built, the City & South 

London linking Stockwell with the City.  

 

A vast number of buildings were demolished and many people 

displaced using "Cut and Cover" methods 

Trial Trip on the Underground 1863 
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The method of construction was 

to push along a massive 

structure, the Greathead Shield, 

on which men dug out the area 

in front of them, and London’s 

hard clay was perfectly suited 

for this process.  Unfortunately, 

the clay was not everywhere: 

south east London, with its 

alluvial gravel from the 

Thames, made for far more 

difficult tunneling – an issue 

raised by one of the questioners 

in the discussion – which partly 

explains one of the reasons why 

it is blessed with fewer tube 

lines.  The other reason is that 

the land was owned by 

Ecclesiastical concerns who 

were less bothered about having 

main line railways on their land than their counterpart squires north of the river.  

 

The City & South London was a great success and was known as the "Tuppeny Tube" as that was the 

price of any journey on the line even though it required people to go deeper underground than ever 

before.  It was operated by small carriages that were known as sardine boxes because they only had tiny 

windows and pulled by electric engines that sometimes struggled to get up the incline to the terminus at 

King William Street.  

 

The City & South London, now part for the Northern line, showed that the technology of creating deep 

tubes was feasible, and the financial success soon ensured there were imitators.  The Waterloo & City 

line, sadly never more than a shuttle, soon followed and ,more significantly, the Central Railway from 

Bank to Shepherd’s Bush – another Tuppeny railway completed in 1900 which, financially, was the most 

successful.  

 

There then followed a remarkable 

period where another of the great 

pioneers, Charles Yerkes, 

managed to gain control of the 

District, electrify it, and then 

build three Tube lines in the space 

of half a decade.  In 1906, the first 

of these, the Great Northern, 

Piccadilly and Brompton (which 

explains the lettering which can 

still be seen above Holloway 

Station – another question from 

the audience) was completed from 

Hammersmith to Finsbury Park 

and is now, of course, the 

Piccadilly Line.  Meanwhile, the 

City & South London was 

extended from Bank and 

Moorgate, through the Angel up 

to Euston.  Yerkes’s company, the 

Tunneling using the Greathead Shield method of cutting 

Early Underground Railway Carriage 
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Underground Electric Railway Company, built the new Charing Cross, Euston & Hampstead Railway 

(what is now the Charing Cross Branch of the Northern Line) and what became known, thanks to a 

popular newspaper, as the Bakerloo from Waterloo to Baker Street.   

 

By 1907, therefore, London had all the current Underground lines except the Jubilee and the Victoria.  

Islington had all its present stations except for Highbury & Islington, although that was already a stop on 

the North London Railway (the remnants of the station are opposite the current one).  In fact, at this stage 

London really was overprovided with underground lines and there were even newspaper articles 

suggesting that some, such as the Bakerloo, were white elephants.  That soon proved to be wrong, as 

ridership boomed and the Underground became the way to get around the capital.  Of course, numerous 

extensions were built, bringing the Tube lines deep into the suburbs in the interwar period, but no new 

lines until the first section of the Victoria Line opened 1968.  It was, in fact, a great missed opportunity.  

London now is probably two or three lines short of what it needs, but at least it has partly made up for that 

with the London Overground extensions, and soon Crossrail.  Unfortunately, after that there are no firm 

plans to extend the system.  Let’s hope we do not have to wait another 60 years.  

 

Christian Wolmar’s book, The Subterranean Railway, is obtainable at all good bookshops or signed 

copies from him, via www.christianwolmar.co.uk  There is also a DVD of the book presented by 

Christian also called The Subterranean Railway 

 

 

 

Good Health in an Adverse Environment - Part 1 
 

Below is a transcript of the talk given by Dr Aubrey Westlake at the Esoteric and Spiritualist Conference 

on 21 June 1969 under the general theme of: 

 

A Design for Living 

 

On considering what contribution I could make to the general theme of the Conference under the title I 

have been asked to speak on - "Good Health in an Adverse Environment" - I came to the conclusion that 

perhaps, instead of what I had been intending to say, it might be of greater interest if I gave some account 

of a remarkable communal transformation in "A design for living" which I not only experienced, but in 

which I was privileged to take part. In what I am about to describe, a whole working class community 

was stimulated and inspired to change its environmental conditions so that it was able to tackle radically 

and, up to a point, successfully the apparently intractable and insoluble problems and legacies from the 

Industrial Revolution of the last century. 

 

This is, in fact, what happened in and to the Borough of Bermondsey between the two world wars from 

1919 to 1939, during the greater part of which I was living and working in Bermondsey as a general 

practitioner in an enlightened firm of doctors, the senior and founder partner of which was the famous and 

truly remarkable Dr Alfred Salter. The positive aspect of what was accomplished in those 20 years is 

probably unique in social history. It is both illuminating and instructive to see what can be done when 

vision and imagination, consciously directed, are harnessed to knowledge and the will, and that faith can 

move mountains.  Maybe it has a lesson for us in dealing with the even worse, and more menacing, 

problems resulting from the technological and biological revolutions of these modern times. 

 

Bermondsey has been described as "a backwater in the life of the metropolis". Indeed, one could almost 

call it an island, for its boundary on two sides, the north and the east, is the river Thames, from London 

Bridge to where the river makes a great bend southwards at Limehouse Reach enclosing the 354 acres of 

Surrey Commercial Docks. To the south it is again cut off, by the railway and Bricklayers Arms 

goodsyard, from the Old Kent Road, the great traffic artery which later under other names turns to the 

north, to London Bridge, to form the western boundary. 
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To get some idea of the problems produced in Bermondsey by the Industrial Revolution I must recount 

very briefly a little of its history. Up to about 1860 Bermondsey was still mainly rural but very low lying. 

Only the NW area stretching E from London Bridge had been developed, but the truly shocking 

conditions then prevailing in these parts can be gathered from Dickens' description in Oliver Twist of 

Jacobs Island and Folly Ditch, where Bill Sikes met his terrible end. However in the next 10 years, from 

1860-70, the remaining rural parts were very rapidly built over, leaving only one area in the centre which 

became Southwark Park in 1869 - an oasis in an otherwise desert of bricks and mortar. Apart from the 

fact that sewerage and mains water were now available, the layout and standard of housing left much to 

be desired.  One part, however, escaped the general squalor - the southern part centering round Thorburn 

Square which was developed according to good standards of Victorian town planning and domestic 

architecture at 40 houses to the acre with gardens back and front. 

 

During the next 20 years, the population increased rapidly until it reached a maximum in 1895 with 

137,585. To cope with and house this enormous influx, all remaining open spaces and gardens were built 

over until the whole of Bermondsey, except its southern part, became one vast congested area with large 

pockets of poverty-stricken slums full of gloom, soot and grime, and infested with rats and bugs.  

Sickness and disease were rampant, particularly TB and virulent infectious fevers. By 1880 housing 

conditions were so bad that the social reformers and philanthropists of the day became much concerned, 

and a determined effort was made to get rid of the worst of the slums by demolition and replacement by 

huge tenement buildings said to be the last word in 'dwellings for the labouring poor'.  But later on the 

authorities were not so sure they were the last word as these blocks had become even worse slums than 

what they had replaced; nothing could be done about them, and nothing was. 

 

By 1900 Bermondsey had become, and remained, a purely working class community - the only middle 

class people who lived there were a few dock officials, clergy and doctors, and the wardens and staff of 

missions to the poor such as the Bermondsey Settlement (whose presiding genius was the dedicated Dr 

Scott Lidgett) and the Oxford and Cambridge Mission.  The vast majority were born and bred, worked 

and died in the Borough, finding their employment, both for men and women, on the spot in the great 

number and variety of occupations, trades and industries such as the Docks, the Warehouses, the Railway 

Goods Yards; or the food manufacturers, some with national reputations such as Crosse & Blackwell, 

Pinks, Pearce Duffs, Lipton, Peake Frean, Shuttleworth etc.  As we knew from personal experience later 

on, you could tell what jams or pickles were being made by the smell pervading the Borough; this applied 

even more to the glue and size factories, and on the pleasant side to scent factories such as Atkinson.  

Then there were the numerous and well known Leather and Tanning firms, transport such as Pickford, 

and enumerable other smaller factories and industries. But in spite of more or less regular employment for 

the majority, living conditions remained deplorable, with gross overcrowding and slum conditions of 

living and working conditions not much better. 

 

It was at the turn of the century that Dr Salter made his great decision to devote his life and great talents 

to the urgent needs - medical and welfare - of the people of Bermondsey.  From Guys Hospital he had 

qualified with a degree of MD and the unique distinction of triple gold medals in medicine, surgery and 

midwifery, and had at first decided to concentrate on medical research, at which he showed the most 

brilliant promise.  But after a short period at the Lister Institute, where he did the main research work on 

Diphtheria Ant-Toxin, he threw it all up, to the grief of his learned colleagues by whom he was already 

being described as another John Hunter, choosing instead to go to Bermondsey to become a poormans 

doctor at 6d a visit. There, with his wife, his life-long helper and supporter in all his work, his fame and 

practice grew at such a pace and to such dimensions that four others of his highly qualified medical 

friends joined him and formed a partnership of five under his inspiration and leadership. 

 

For the next 10 years he and his partners wrestled with appalling misery and the morass of sickness and 

disease induced by the grim conditions of life in the greater part of Bermondsey, and it gradually became 

clear that, until they could do something about the total environment under which the people lived and 

worked, they were fighting a losing battle in spite of all their efforts.  Thus it was that Dr Salter decided 

that doctoring was not enough, and some means must be found to change the environmental conditions. 
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He therefore set himself the task to win Bermondsey for Socialism in all organs of power - the Borough 

Council, the Guardians, the County Council representation and the two parliamentary seats of 

Bermondsey W and Rotherhithe.  He gave himself 12 years to accomplish this apparently impossible task, 

but he saw very clearly that if, it could be done, it would provide the power and the means to set off the 

transformation necessary to secure the real health and welfare of the people of Bermondsey. 

 

10 years went by and very little progress appeared to be made, but finally in 1920 the tide began to turn. 

The Independent Labour Party captured the Borough Council, the two LCC seats, and Salter himself, 

although on a minority vote, the parliamentary seat as MP for West Bermondsey.  He had accomplished 

the seemingly impossible, his prophecy had come true - it was only a year out. Creative power was now 

in his hands and that of his Party, and he intended to use it to make Bermondsey in his own words “the 

most beautiful as well as the most healthy of communities”.  The ' Bermondsey Revolution', as it has been 

described, was about to start. 

Transcript provided by Ian McAuley 

To be continued in the Autumn 2013 Edition… 

 

 

 

NOTES AND QUERIES
 

 

Those who wish to submit queries, notes or short pieces that can be accommodated in this section should 

send them to Martin White, 77 Kidbrooke Grove, London SE3 0LQ, e-mail martinwhit@hotmail.com.  

Those who are able to assist an enquirer by answering a query or adding to information already provided 

should reply to them direct and send a copy to Martin for placing in the next issue.  As a matter of course, 

most enquirers are referred to Southwark Local History Library at the time their query is acknowledged.  

 

Members!  There are no responses to previous queries and just one query for this issue.  Do we never 

wonder about how things were in the past in Bermondsey and Rotherhithe?  Are there no historical 

puzzles worth airing in these pages?  Do those of us who live locally never feel curiosity about the history 

of the things we see every day in our locality - streets, buildings, businesses, railways, parks, people and 

their various activities?  Please let Notes & Queries have your questions and your thoughts.  

 

17th Century Trading Tokens 

I am writing a new classification of 17th century trading tokens of Surrey including Southwark, 

Bermondsey and Rotherhithe.  I would be grateful if any of your members might be able to help with 

unpublished specimens, etc.  A colleague of mine has discovered the following note: 

"by1668 the Hat Band Makers Company was sufficiently important to have its own token coins complete 

with crest" (London Borough of Southwark official guide, [?1971], p.19) 

Does anyone know the original source for this?  We are unaware of a Hat Band Makers Company token 

or indeed of the company itself.  Any information would be gratefully received and acknowledged. 

Tim Everson tim.everson@btinternet.com 
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ROTHERHITHE & BERMONDSEY LOCAL HISTORY SOCIETY 

PROGRAMME 2013 
 

2013 
29 May:  Prisons and Prisoners of the Borough, 1100 - 1880 – Walk with Lionel Wright 

*MEMBERS ONLY* Depart 7pm prompt from outside Borough Underground Station 

26 June:  Thames Discovery Programme Revisited – Talk by Eliott Wragg 

Optional foreshore walk to follow the talk, please dress appropriately 

31 July:  Walworth and the Elephant – Walk with Stephen Humphrey 

*MEMBERS ONLY* Depart 7pm prompt from outside Kennington Underground Station 

August:  No meeting 

25 September: Criminal Rotherhithe & Bermondsey – Talk by Kathy Chater 

30 October: Hallowe’en Special: Haunted London Underground – Talk by Alan Brooke 

27 November: Danger UXB - the Greatest Threat to St Paul's – Talk by Peter Boalch 

18 December: Christmas Special 
 

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.  In summer 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, ie 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, the Rotherhithe & Bermondsey Local History Society.  Copies 

of each issue are sent 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 Treasurer: 
Beverley Lucas, The Old Barn, Middle Lane, Brassington, DE4 4HL 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, please email membership@rbhistory.org.uk   

Society Website: www.rbhistory.org.uk 
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