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 Geoff explained that he will shortly be publishing a book and that the talk was taken from his researches.

His talk started with the Royal Mint. The Royal Mint was set up by Royal Prerogative. In 1275 Henry III required
all mints to be in London, rather than scattered round the country as previously. The first Royal Mint in London
was at the Palace of Westminster. By 1300 the mint was in the Tower of London. At one time Isaac Newton had
been appointed to investigate counterfeiting. People had faced the gallows for defacing the coinage. Newton later
became Master of the Royal Mint. Hawkins wrote that he was “not a pleasant man”. In 1810 the Mint moved to
Tower Hill and in 1975 to Llantrisant in Wales.

At the Tower Hill site, which is still known as the Royal Mint, can still be seen a few remains of the last Cistercian
Abbey, St Mary Grace. Following the dissolution, the site became a victualling yard for the navy.

Geoff went on to talk about The Royal Foundation of St Katharine, sited near the Limehouse Link. Its forerunner
was the Hospital of St Katharine by the Tower founded in 1147 by Queen Matilda, wife of King Stephen, as a
hospital for the poor and so that prayers could be said for her for ever. The Hospital was destroyed when St
Katharine’s Dock was built. There was a great fuss at the time because the Vicar of the Church of St. Botolph had
previously been paid to look after the displaced patients.

The docks were built on a poor area where there was a Rookery. The names suggest the nature of the area at that
time, Cats Hall, Pillory Lane, and Shovel Alley.

To the south of the river the first railway line opened on 14 December 1836 between London Bridge Railway
Station and Deptford. It had 878 arches and 60 million bricks. The band of the Welsh Guards was on the first train
and at Deptford it was met by the band of the Coldstream Guards. The train drivers were head hunted from the
Manchester to Liverpool railway and paid £2 per week. The first engine was called the Royal William. The railway
line was built by 600 navvies, many of them Irish, and their camp sites were known as English grounds and Irish
grounds. English grounds was on land which now fronts Southwark Crown Court.

Fire was a hazard to the wharves and the wharf owners clubbed together to form insurance companies against fire
loss. Alexander Hay in 1600 bored out elm trees for pipes. His son Joseph Hay was into wharfage and joined Ye
Amicable Contributors. Watermen were employed to fight fires. The problem was that fire brigades formed to
protect specific companies were not available to third parties. In 1833 James Braidwood from Scotland formed the
first fire brigade in London. It was criticised over its failure to control the fire in 1834 which destroyed the Palace
of Westminster.

Tooley Street often had warehouse fires. On 22 June 1861 Cottons Wharf caught fire, but it was not fought from
the landward side. One of the warehouses which was full of gunpowder blew up killing some of the firefighters.
James Braidwood was among those killed. With the fire out of control the St. Katharine’s and Tower of London
fire engines refused assistance. Spectators were everywhere and itinerant vendors. Russian tallow in the warehous-
es melted and spectators collected it to sell, but unfortunately it caught fire and some watermen were killed.
Eventually the fire burnt out at Hays Dock, which formed a fire break. Following these major fires, a fire brigade
was set up at public expense.

St. Olave’s church had an eleventh century charter which mentioned Bishop Gundolph, Bishop of Rochester. It fell
in disrepair in the 1700s, was eventually repaired and then in the 1930’s when the congregation fell off it was



bought by Hays.

Next Geoff moved to Jacob’s Island and spoke of the statue of the dray horse, Jacob, in the Circle which had been
brought in by helicopter, to commemorate the Courage Brewery site. He went on to the Dickens association,
including reference in Oliver Twist to Folly Ditch, the slimy sewer to the south.

Judge Jeffries was remembered and various connections he was said to have with the area. Eventually he ended up
in the Tower of London.

In Wapping High Street is the Captain Kidd pub. Execution Dock is downriver of here. Captain Kidd under
William III fought the French. He was sent to look for pirates off Africa, his crew mutinied and he was accused of
turning pirate himself and hanged. He was said to have been the inspiration for Treasure Island.

The Mayflower pub in Rotherhithe is named after the Pilgrim Fathers’ ship. If was first called “the Ship” and then
the “Spread Eagle and Crown”.

Prince Lee Boo is buried in Rotherhithe churchyard. Brook Watson the Mayor of London wrote his epitaph. When
the Antelope sailed to Indonesia it ran aground on Pelew Island and the locals, much taken by the ship’s dog, made
friends with Captain Wilson as he carried out repairs. The King wanted Iris son to be educated in England.
Unfortunately, he died of smallpox in England. Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote a poem about him.

Mark Brunel designed the tunnelling shield for the Thames Tunnel at Rotherhithe. After fires, floods, strikes, and
deaths the Times referred to it as “the great bore”.

By the time the Rotherhithe Tunnel opened in 1908 nearly 3,000 people had had to be re-housed for its works.

There was a story told by a statue in Tobacco Dock about a little boy picked up by an escaped tiger, but rescued by
its owner.

On the Highway a Roman bathhouse, dating from 240 AD, had been excavated. It was speculated that when the
river wall was built in the city the Roman port had moved downriver.

In Bethnal Green Raynes School, Raynes Street had been founded in 1790 for 50 girls and 50 boys. They then went
to Raynes Hospital (Boarding School) and were allowed no contact with their parents. After six years in service the
girls could enter a lottery for 100 guinea marriage portions, providing their employer gave them a certificate of
good behaviour and they were marrying an honest and industrious husband. St. Martins-in-the- Field office now
uses the old school building.

St. Georges in the East was built in 1711 under the New Churches Act. In the churchyard it had an old mortuary
building which became the Metropolitan Borough of Stepney’s Nature Study Museum, which had among other
things bee hives, fish, and the body of a bee eating bird in its collection.

When working on the Shadwell Basin in 1858 Billy Smith and Charley Eaton, who were mudlarks, developed a
scam. They made lead medallions and sold them as Roman. They conned a George Eastward in City Road, who
marketed the medallions. Mr. Cumin of the Cumin Museum noticed Arabic numerals, where there should be none
and exposed the scam. Examples of the medallions can be seen in the V and A and in the Cumin Museum.

St Paul’s, Shadwell, was a sea captains’ church. Captain Cook had attended it and the mother of Thomas Jefferson
had been baptised there. Wesley had preached there.

The Prospect of Whitby, named after a collier, was known as the Devil’s tavern. It was linked to Judge Jeffries,
J.W. Turner and Samuel Pepys.

The London and Blackwall Railway was run by steam engines. The carriages were pulled by hemp rope between
fixed engines at the Minories and Blackwall.



Ralph Dodd’s original plan for the Surrey Canal was that it would run from Rotherhithe to Mitcham and then on
to Portsmouth.

Finally, Geoff recommended the Grapes for fish and chips. Jerome K Jerome had lived nearby and Dickens
grandfather and more recently the gang of four had made their declaration there.
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