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By Robert Baldwin

Trinity House set up in 1505 in Deptford Strond, as a local charity. In 1508 it was under the operational control of
Sir Thomas Spert, Keeper of the Kings Ships. Its charitable objectives were the promotion of the safety, welfare
and training of mariners. It petitioned for a Charter and in 1514 received a grant of Letters Patent from Henry VIII.

The Master has often been a member of the Royal Family although not invariably, as is illustrated by Lord McKay.
Its first Master was Sir Thomas Spert who was appointed in 1514. There is also a Deputy Master who today runs
its affairs. Trinity House was also set up in Newcastle Upon Tyne in 1535 and in Hull and in 1536.

Up to 1653 Trinity House approved the King’s ships. Responsibility then transferred to the Navy, although Trinity
House would still appear to have been carrying out some inspections probably because in 1653 the Ship Money
earned was not sufficient to sustain the Navy.

Samuel Wyatt’s fifth home was taken over by Trinity House in 1794. A year later Trinity House had finished
building and it had an established library.

In December 1940 most archives were saved when the building was set alight in the blitz. Sadly both the petition
and grant of Letters Patent of 1514 were lost in the fire. However, in the sixteenth century a transcript had been
made which the Guildhall Library now holds. In 1950 Professor Richardson had suggested Trinity House was
rebuilt on its current site in Trinity Square, London with modern offices behind. When the works were being carried
out it was discovered that it was the site of a Roman Cathedral. It was decided at this time to sell the most valuable
books in the library to raise money for the charities supported by Trinity House. Sadly the sale was a disaster as it
did not bring in the true value of the books sold.

Among the books sold was edited version of James Cook’s voyages. This sold for £12,000. An Atlas which showed
details of Dutch towns was sold for £17,000, as it was sought after by Dutch prospective purchasers. Spert’s copy
of the letters patent of 1513, written in a religious hour book, was sold. This had in it an illustration of Lesness
Abbey at Abbey Wood.

Thomas Spert named Galleons’ Reach and decided on the position for the building of naval dockyards in the
Thames and at Gillingham. He had worked as sailing master on the Mary Rose and Henri Grace a Dieu. He found
the Knock John and Black Deep, deep water channels in the estuary which give access to the Thames. In an aside
Robert added that it was when dredging in the Princes Channel in the estuary that the PLA recently discovered the
remains of an armed merchant vessel dating from the late 16th century. On board was found a cannon which is
thought to have come from Thomas Gresham’s foundary due to the initials and marking. [N.B. A talk on this wreck
is scheduled for later this year.]

The 1588/9 English operation to the coast of Spain involved Trinity House. They were also involved in the 1606/7
Virginia voyages. Among the surveys sold was one of 1612 and one of 1616 of Svalbard. A map of India by
William Baffin was also sold.

Trinity House was the general lighthouse authority, and a view of the first Edison lighthouse was to be found in a
book in the library. Trinity House was also involved in pilotage examinations. This included examinations of the
coasts of California and China, though, it is not likely there were too many candidates for examination in those
areas. Jonas Moore in the seventeenth century surveyed the river Thames. He also taught and examined boys of
Christ’s Hospital.



Trinity House was very involved in the Hudson expedition to find the North West passage and the subsequent
search for the members of the expedition and had documents relating to the expedition and search.

The Trinity House collection was bigger than the PLA’s. Harwich now holds the engineering and hydrographic
collection, which the Corporation of London hope eventually to inherit. The majority of the unsold collection is at
the Guildhall. Information on navigation safety, lighthouses and pilotage, plus Trinity House’s charitable interests
at the Guildhall is, therefore, publicly accessible. The Guildhall catalogue has 900 entries and the National Archives
and British Library also have some bits of the former collection.

In the 1870’s Trinity House kept its stores and equipment for the work it did on the Thames at Blackwall Yard.
Today the responsibility for lighthouses in the river Thames has passed to the PLA, and the stores and equipment
are kept at Denton Wharf in Gravesend. Outside the PLA’s limits in the approaches to the Thames, Trinity House
still provides the lights, servicing them from its head quarters at Harwich, but with a reduced income.

In 1991 the PLA took over the pilots on the Thames. The change followed Jim Callaghan’s retirement. The PLA
and Medway Ports have set up a joint service company, Estuary Services Limited, to service the embarking and
disembarking to and from ships of pilots from the two ports, in the Thames estuary. The number of pilots employed
by Trinity House in 1939 was 170 and today the PLA employs 86. The PLA now runs a river simulator to assist
with training.
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