
Docklands History Group meeting Wednesday 4th July 2007

 Following the AGM there were two brief talks.

TALK 1
Ports of Call - Heritage Trails for the Royal Docks

By Toby Butler, from the London East Research Institute of the University of East London.

Toby said that as part of a PhD (which he had just been awarded) project he had, with the help of Heritage Lottery
funding developed sound audio trails round the Royal Docks. It was a low impact project with no planning
permission needed but plenty of volunteering opportunities. He had developed the verbal equivalent of a walking
booklet. The trail had thirty different voices of local people talking about their lives and history. For example, one
person talked about living on a houseboat, another about working a crane at Lovell’s Wharf and another about a
cafe business he had run at the Millennium Hotel.
This audio trail could be downloaded from the internet for free or obtained from Greenwich Information Tourist
Office. It had been promoted through local newspapers. So far 16,000 people had logged on to the website and 250
CD’s had been sold. In response to a questionnaire about their experiences 96 per cent of the people who had
responded rated the audio trail 7 or higher out of 10. Toby felt it was important to hear about as well as see places.
Ports of Call had been inspired by Phil Cohen.

Toby had spent time listening to the interviews lodged at the Museum in Docklands for this project. He hoped
eventually to have maps and written guides all-round the Royal Docks and various places where people could pick
up players. He wanted locals, tourists and newcomers, particularly young people to have an introduction to the area
and the local culture.

He now had a budget for a one-year pilot and would be working on the Silver Town and North Woolwich area with
local community groups. A local school was involved and he would be recording their finds on a foreshore search
which was being organised. He would be arranging meetings for volunteers who would be taught how to develop
oral history techniques, interviewing, trail design, sound editing, internet publishing and guiding. He hoped that
members of the group would contribute their knowledge or sign on as volunteers.

For more information or to volunteer please contact Toby Butler at the London East Research Institute, University
of East London t.butler@uel.ac.uk tel: 0208 223 7309 or 01732 366670.

TALK 2
William Adams (1823-1902)

By Robert Baldwin

William Adams was bom in Limehouse. His father was working for the East India Docks Company at that time.
William had asthma and was educated in Margate. His uncle was William Bridges Adams a prolific inventor who
had patented 21 ideas for the railway. In the seventeenth century one of the family was Master of Trinity House.

In 1841 William was apprenticed to Miller and Ravenhill, London shipbuilders who had admiralty orders and had
moved from Limehouse to Orchard Place Blackwall in 1839. In 1846 William joined the railways, working as a
draughtsman under the engineer, Vignoles. However, by 1848 he was on the move again and joined Philip Taylor,
another London bom iron ship builder descended from a family of Rotherhithe shipbuilders, who had built up an
extensive business in Marseilles and Genoa. William then had the opportunity of working in Genoa, amidst the
political upheavals and revolutions, for the newly expanded Royal Sardinian Navy, as a steam Marine Engineer. In
1852 he was married in Genoa to his childhood sweetheart, Isabella Park and they moved back to London and lived
in Bow.



On his return to London William went to work for the New Bow Engine Works, of the North London Railway. By
1854 he was Superintendent of the works. This was the second biggest locomotive engine works in London, the
biggest being at Nine Elms. In 1855 he introduced new high capacity suburban time-tabled train services, operated
with continuous brakes. He brought in gas lighting on trains in 1862. Most notably he invented the two-axle leading
bogie in which the lateral movement was controlled by springs. This was used on passenger locomotives of the
4.4.0 tank type.

In 1878 he moved to the London and South Western Railway and to the Nine Elms works. He introduced express
passenger tender engines with 5ft 7 inch driving wheels and 18 inch diameter cylinders. He added the tank which
had been devised for suburban services from Waterloo. One of his engines, dating from 1893, survives on the
Bluebell Railway, as does an 1891 dock tank. The engines for this railway had to be robust for the loads pulled
from Waterloo to Southampton and for the loads coming up from the Portland quarries. The Railway Company
operated a large fleet of cross channel steamers from Southampton. William re-equipped the fleet with steamships
in 1890. Old paddle steamers on the Lymington to Yarmouth route were replaced, and new paddlers were
introduced on the Ryde to Portsmouth route. A keen singer he organised works parties at the end of the year at Nine
Elms.

William retired to Putney when he was 72, due to ill health. He died there in 1902.
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