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In the middle of the 18th century John Henniker, James Gordon, Zephaniah Eade, Laurence Sulivan, Nathaniel
Phillips and The Henley family, Peter Mellish, Gilbert Slater, John Spiker, Camden, Calvert and King  were
amongst the leading merchants of their day and all lived and had their businesses in Wapping, Whitechapel and
Mile End Old Town.

Mile End Old Town cannot be understood without relating its activities and families to life in the riverside parishes
of Wapping, Ratcliff and Shadwell as well as St George-in-the-East and I would like to emphasise that I am
presenting a revised view of the eastern parishes of London in the 18th century based on the recent research of Ken
Cozens and myself.

1 should first explain how I have become so deeply involved in the commercial and social history of the area. My
grandfather and uncles were dockers. I read geology at Queen Mary/ College and lived in Bethnal Green in an 18th

century merchant’s house - St Margaret’s House This led to an early interest in the history of the area but it was not
until about 20 years ago that I discovered that in the 1760s my forebears lived on the north side of the Mile End
Road and that on the other side of the road lived Captain James Cook.

2 SO HOW HAVE THE EASTERN PARISHES BEEN PERCEIVED AND WHAT HAS CHANGED
IN RECENT YEARS?

I realise that the Museum of Docklands is not a Museum of Wapping but the material on display begins with a quote
of John Stow from 1602 of the ““filthy straight passage”, a brief mention of some of the locally based skills in
instruments and map making, a picture of sailors in a tavern and finally a note on the infamous Ratcliff murders of
1811.

So I ask myself whether these four snapshots provide a balanced view of the life of Wapping and conclude that they
do not.

Hence the importance of the men listed above who were part of the many vibrant business enterprises based in the
river side parishes on the north bank of the Thames in the eighteenth century. Ken Cozens from the Greenwich
Maritime Institute has made the first detailed study of Camden, Calvert and King from Wapping and the current
London, Sugar and Slavery Exhibition contains portraits of two of them but does not link them to Wapping or
describe their much broader and world-wide trading interests.

In 1939 Llewellyn Smith wrote of Stepney being the home of “merchants and mariners" but few researchers until
recently have tried to investigate whom these men and women were, their origins and their trades, hence the
importance of the work of Ken Cozens and myself.

Even last year Professor John Gascoigne of the University of New South Wales in his otherwise excellent book
Captain Cook: Voyager between Worlds misleadingly wrote that “The Cook’s first home was at Shadwell under
the shadow of St Paul’s and within walking distance of the Thames. Thereafter, from 1763 until Cook’s death, they
lived in Mile End, an area which was, in the nineteenth century to be cleared of its houses as London docks
expanded to cope with ever-increasing volume of trade”.



Thirty years ago it was difficult when reading the literature to find anything positive about the area until Dr Leonard
Schwarz in his Ph D and subsequent articles and books showed that in the 1790s, even in the poorest London
parishes, such as Wapping, you could expect that at least 25% of the tax payers would be of the middling sort,
managing businesses, running shops and providing other services. But there was little research on the trades and
industries of the area.

Another important discovery over twenty years ago was the papers of the Henleys of Wapping, a shipowning
family 1770-1830, whose records are now in the National Maritime Museum, and form the largest collection of
papers for any shipping family in the 18th century.

My discovery of Cook and other sea captains and merchants in MEOT has led to over 20 articles on the links
between the merchants of Stepney and Trinity House, the East India Company, and then to my book Mile End Old
Town, 1740-1780 A Social History of an Early Modern London Suburb, first published in 2003. The new extended
edition came out last year with a new chapter on Captain Cook and his links to Mile End Old Town and his
neighbours. It can be bought at the Tower Hamlet Local History Library 277 Bancroft Road, London El 4DQ.

Fortunately Professor Michael Port, University of London, appreciated my efforts and wrote that it was “ a
remarkably thorough and lively account” which “presents a markedly different picture from that traditional one of
East London still presented in a dismissive paragraph even in well-reputed histories. He presents convincingly a
picture of an East London hamlet becoming a suburb sustained by the strong middle-class element essential in its
development”.

Having completed the book I realised that the merchants in MEOT could only be understood in relation to the river
side parishes so for the last three years 1 have been working on the parishes of Wapping, St George-in-the-East and
Whitechapel in the 18th century, leaving Ratcliff and Shadwell for the future.

I would now like to explain how 1 went about my research as it may help others. We need to have similar studies
of the parishes on the south bank of the Thames in order that we can then compare them with Wapping and with
other parishes.

1. I begin by compiling a database of all the land taxpayers whose rent is £10 year or greater.
Essentially this identifies the men and women who form the “middling sort” with incomes of
between £60 and £200 a year.

2. I then look at all the wills in PROB 11, which are online at The National Archives at Kew. This
provides valuable information on family and other networks and the table indicates the abundance
of the information available.

AREA 1701-1750 1751-1800
WESTMINSTER 4962 6304
SOUTHWARK 3011 3097
GREENWICH 892 1373
WHITECHAPEL 1121 1307
DEPTFORD 1341 1221
STEPNEY 3630 1205
HACKNEY 449 1011
CHELSEA 438 912
SHADWELL 830 811
WAPPING 1959 780
SOHO 93 519
HAMPSTEAD 211 505
BARKING 332 451
SPITALFIELDS 457 445
STRATFORD 224 341



MILE END 58 203
RATCLIFF 154 49

3. I then look at the indexes to the SUN Fire Office which are available for London from 1775 - 1787
on microfiche and online via A2A and INA for 1806-1836. The latter is the Place in the Sun project
and currently there are over 400,000 names online together with trades, addresses, ships and
pictures. Currently the team are working back towards 1800 but remember this is a finding aid and
an examination of a policy may reveal additional information.

As an example 1 recently found that Messrs Perry, Wells and Green of Blackwall in December 1802 took out £5000
of insurance with the SUN Fire Office on an EIC ship for Henry Benham. In addition they had a further £15,000
insured with three other companies - thus spreading the risk.

Jean Sutton’s book “Lords of the East: The East India Company ships, 1600-1874” showed that in the 1770s, a
sixteenth share in a large East Indiaman cost £1000 so prices gradually increasing.

Since 1986 another team of volunteers at the Guildhall have been indexing over 600 trades insured with the SUN
from 1710 onwards. Their interests includes artists, brewers and distillers, furniture, instrument makers, metal
workers, the shipping industry, textiles, and covers England, Scotland and Wales. These indexes are on cards,
which have been copied to the Museum of London, the V and A, the National Maritime Museum and the Tower of
London. Access to these cards is by appointment only.

I must emphasise the importance of my cooperation with Ken Cozens whose MA thesis tackled the Camden,
Calvert and King trading network based in Wapping, and who has continued to research international merchant
networks. We have found that by exchanging information we have opened up and challenged the few known
conventional facts about the eastern parishes and improved our understanding of figures such as Fitzhugh, who had
global connections via his Wapping contacts. In fact we believe that without a fuller understanding of these
shipping ‘networks’ future studies in many ways will be incomplete.

I would also like to mention our cooperation with and the work on 18th century German merchant networks based
in London of Dr Margrit Schulte Beerbuhl, of the German Historical Institute and Heinrich-Heine-Universitat
Dusseldorf. In December 2007 she organised a meeting in London on “Cosmopolitan Networks in Commerce and
Society 1660-1914”. Her new book is entitled “Migration and Trade” is the result of a conference two years ago.

3 MERCHANT NETWORKS

London merchants played a major part in the building of this country’s infrastructure and their part in providing
the necessary government finance and revenue enabled Britain to forge a global maritime empire. The archives are
vast but recent research on the merchants of the river side parish of Wapping has demonstrated the importance of
family based networks in supplying the Royal Navy with the wide range of supplies that were needed to keep the
fighting ships at sea.

Research into these networks is very time-consuming but rewarding as new linkages are discovered. It is now clear
that at the highest merchant levels membership of the Royal Society, the Royal Society of Arts and Manufactures,
and Trinity House were important, investments and bank accounts were held at the Bank of England and shares
were bought in the East India Company, and the Hudson Bay Company each of which has extensive archives.

At a more local level we have found that many Wapping merchants were members of the Dundee Arms Freema-
son’s Lodge in Red Lyon Street, and their property deals were recorded in the Middlesex Deeds Register at the
LMA, insured with the SUN Fire Office and recorded at the Manorial Courts.

In Wapping there were over a dozen family-based networks whose trading links covered Britain, Europe, America,
Africa and Asia.



SLIDE SHOW

I would now like to take you on an a tour starting at the Tower and finishing in Mile End Old Town in the 18th
Century to show our new understanding of the people and their lives coming out of the research of Ken Cozens and
myself.

Broadly, I will concentrate on recent research and will not say much about the so-called Wapping or Draper’s group
of mapmakers, gunmakers or the sugar and brewing industries, which are all well documented.

TOWER OF LONDON

The tour starts at the Tower of London, which was the base for the King’s armourers. In order to supply the
armaments needed by the Army and the Navy there were hundreds of gun makers within walking distance of the
Tower and the trade continued to grow during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries until by 1851 over fifty per
cent of gunsmiths in London were in the three parishes of St. George in the East, Stepney and Whitechapel, a total
of 547 out of 1048.

The most famous Whitechapel gun maker was John Purdey, who was born in 1784, and following the completion
of his apprenticeship in 1805 he went to work with the great English gun maker Joseph Man ton. Some nine years
later Purdey opened his own shop off Leicester Square and the company developed throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries to the present day.

The Proof House of the Gunmakers’ Company in Commercial Road is a continuing reminder of this long tradition.

WAPPING

John Stow wrote in 1602 of the “filthy straight passage ... inhabited by saylors”, which was not surprising as to the
north lay extensive marshes and a high water table, which resulted in soils that could not take the load of brick
houses and warehouses. So the majority of the properties were made of timber.

In 1673 King Charles the Second was informed by the humble petition of the Mayor of London of the dreadful fire
which happened in Wapping whereby 200 houses belonging to the Bridewell Hospital (besides many others) were
burnt down together with a great store of Pitch, Tar, Timber, Deal, Planks, Cable, Cordage, Sails and other Naval
merchandise.

So Wapping High Street was rebuilt in the 1670s to a higher standard with improved drainage, broader streets and
more substantial brick-built houses for the leading merchants. A far cry from Stow’s description.

In the 18th century it was along this narrow strip of land in Wapping and adjacent to the Thames that were located
the offices, workshops and warehouses of the great variety of trades needed to support the Royal Navy and the
thousands of merchant ships fighting their way up river to the Legal Quays, or providing provisions to the ships of
the East India Company, the Russia Company and the Hudson Bay Company.

Ken Cozens has researched the Camden, Calvert and King network, which had strong links with Yorkshire, Suffolk
and Kent and enjoyed the patronage and links with important men in the City such as Sir William Curtis, Lord
Mayor in 1795-96. These links formed the basis for a trading network that encompassed the fur trade in the
northeast Pacific, whaling, the First Fleet that took convicts to Australia, imported timber from the Baltic and the
slave trade.

Another important network centred on John Henniker, who came from Rochester, where he was a freeman, to
Wapping about 1730, where he established a timber yard. He was described as the “greatest importer ... of masts
from Norway, Riga and Petersburg for his Majesty’s Navy”. The London Directory for 1749 shows that John
Henniker and Son were to be found at Carraway’s Coffee House in London and at Stratford in Essex. This reflects
the increasing scope and diversity of their commercial interests and their eventual move away from Wapping. The
business continued to flourish throughout the 18th century. The town of Henniker in New Hampshire, USA, was



named in 1768 after his son, who was a friend of the Governor, as they developed the timber resources of North
America for the benefit of the Royal Navy.

VICTUALLING OFFICE AND ROYAL NAVY CONTRACTS

The Victualling Office could be found on the east side of Tower Hili and its importance to the merchants of the
eastern parishes cannot be over-emphasised.

Professor N. M. Rodger in his book The Command of the Ocean: A Naval History of Britain, 1649- 1815 noted that
“the most crucial developments in the period were not naval but financial and administrative. It was the capacity
of naval administration ashore, above all the Victualling Board, which transformed the operational capabilities of
British fleets at sea”.

A link to Mile End Old Town can be found in Captain Richard Haddock, who was Comptroller in the 1740s and
came from the well-known naval family in Leigh-on-Sea.

I would like to emphasise that the Navy could not survive at sea without contractors supplying vast amounts of
victualling and other supplies.

Professor N. M. Rodger’s The Wooden World in 1986 noted that the Victualling Board established a sailor’s
standard weekly ration of 71b of bread, 41b of beef, 21b of pork 12oz of cheese plus 7 gallons of beer. This led to
Benjamin Kenton a brewer in Whitechapel making a fortune as he developed Indian Pale Ale, which could
withstand long sea journeys.

I would now like to describe the method of contract negotiation between the wholesale butchers and the Victualling
Office. Between 1750 and 1757 over 4,500,000 lbs weight of beef was supplied to the Royal Navy. Peter Mellish
of Wapping became one of the main contractors and was also involved with the Greenland Dock.

The major problem for the suppliers was the slow payment of outstanding bills hence the need for extended credit.
A leader of many of the bidding consortia was Sir William Curtis a Wapping biscuit baker, who went on to become
Lord Mayor of London in 1795-96 and a friend of King George IV.

I also want to drew your attention to slop sellers because they are so seldom mentioned yet clearly provided a
valuable service. The size of the contracts taken by the slop sellers was very large:

So, Stephen Todd in 1778 supplied 24,000 bluejackets, 20,000 waistcoats and 12000 breeches, and I wonder how
such large contracts were organised in terms of manufacturing, logistics and finance.

Other contractors supplied 40,000 haversacks, 4 sizes of shoes in contracts for 3000 pairs a time, and “Shirts 6000
blue and white, chequered seamen 3ft 4ins long in the body 20ins long in the sleeve”.

In May 2006 a major three-year research project was started and entitled “Sustaining the Empire: War, the Navy
and the Contractor State, 1793-1815” (Funded by the Leverhulme Trust). Led by Professor Roger Knight the
project involves the Greenwich Maritime Institute and the National Maritime Museum, and will provide very
valuable information on the suppliers to the Royal Navy. Later their database will be online.

ST GEORGE’S LUTHERAN CHURCH IN AL1E STREET

This is a reminder that Whitechapel was a centre for German managed sugar refineries in the 18th century. The
managers and many of their workers came from a limited area between Bremen and Hamburg. The church has
recently been restored and is well worth a visit.

SCANDINAVIAN LINKS

Well Close Square was the centre for Scandinavian families, many of whom were timber merchants. Probably the
most important was John Spiker who had trading links with Finland, Norway and Sweden, and who has an entry



in DNB, as does his uncle Gustavus Brander.

WHITECHAPEL

Whitechapel High Street typical of a main route into London with dozens of taverns and the majority of these
buildings were insured. It was also until the 1920s a major hay market and is still the location of an important Bell
Foundry, which moved to its present site in 1738.

MILE END OLD TOWN

The importance of Mile End Old Town (MEOT) was that between 1740 and 1780 over 50% of the land taxpayers
were of the middling sort with incomes of between £60 and £200. This included Directors of the East India
Company like Laurence Sulivan, and Samuel Jones of the Hudson’s Bay Company.

It was the centre to which men who had made their fortunes in the river-side parishes moved to because of its more
genteel nature, schooling, Assembly Rooms, gardens, orchards and quick access to the countryside of Essex and
Hertfordshire.

Admiral Sir John Leake left his estate in Mile End Old Town and his fortune to his best friend Captain Stephen
Martin. The Captain promptly added Leake to his name and his son Stephen Martin Leake became Garter King of
Arms and lived in MEOT all his life.

TRINITY ALMSHOUSES

An example of the charitable use of funds left by a mariner Captain Henry Mudd in 1695.

CAPTAIN JAMES COOK

Assembly Row in the Mile End Road, which has survived to the present day, was built in 1765-1768 and was
immediately attractive to merchants and mariners, including the young and recently married Captain James Cook.
After his marriage in 1762 Cook lived in Shadwell until in 1764 with part of the £291 wages from his last voyage,
when he had completed his five years task to map Newfoundland, he purchased the 61-year lease of a house at the
western end of the Row. On the 23rd June 1768, just before sailing on his first voyage to the Pacific, he insured his
house for £270 and added his Household Goods for £200, the apparel for £50, the Plate for £25 and a timber shed
behind the house for £10, all signs of his increasing prosperity.

The man who interviewed Cook before the first voyage to the Pacific was his neighbour Admiral Abraham North,
whose house survives.

NATHANIEL PHILLIPS

Major Nathaniel Phillips (1749-65) was a plantation owner and merchant who came from Jamaica to MEOT. It was
his son, who from 1759 in Jamaica built up the family fortune, which in 1784 he estimated to be worth over
£140,000. He was one of the West India merchants who petitioned the House of Commons against the abolition of
the slave trade. On his return to England with his fortune in 1789, he bought the 600 acre Slebech estate in
Pembrokeshire, lived the life of a wealthy expatriate planter, sent his son to Eton, and stood unsuccessfully as MP
for Haverfordwest in 1812. In 2004 a large archive related to the Phillip’s Jamaican estates became available on
microform and “provides an important resource for the history of West Indian trade and plantations during the
slavery era”.

JAMES GORDON AND GILBERT SLATER

The Plant Collectors

It was natural for sailors to return from their travels with exotic animals and birds but the collection and safe return
of delicate plants from India, China and the newly explored areas of Australia and New Zealand demanded much
greater care and increasingly more knowledgeable plant collectors. James Gordon of MEOT was recognised as one



of the leading experts in the techniques needed to transport plants in the salt laden environment of a sailing ship.
He was known to Linnaeus and also supplied seed to Captain Cook and Sir Joseph Banks, which they took on the
first voyage to the Pacific and planted in Tahiti.

James Gordon and his business partners insured for £2600 a wide range of buildings in Mile End, which illustrate
the continuing growth of their business:

This great interest in plant collecting included an important network of men with strong links to the East India
Company, such as Gilbert Slater (II) from Ratcliff, and at least a dozen men in south east Essex, such as Sir Charles
Raymond [1713-1788] of Valentines Mansion, Ilford, Richard Warner, [1713-1775] DNB, a director ofthe EIC of
Harts House, Woodford Green, and Dr John Fothergill.

An important point of contact in China for this network was Thomas Fitzhugh (I) who in the 1780s was President
ofthe Select Committee of Super-Cargoes at Canton. It was Fitzhugh’s long service in China from as early as 1759
plus his family origins in MEOT that would have helped the collectors such as James Main and their sponsors such
as Gilbert Slater (III).

FITZHUGH HOUSE

On the 7th August 1738, Mary Fitzhugh, the widow of an East India Captain, insured with the Hand-in- Hand
Insurance Company “a brick house on the south side of the Road a little beyond the turnpike at Mile End". The
significance of this house was shown by the insurance value of £1,800. Other houses in London, which by virtue
of similar insurance values, were those of Sir William Heathcote, on the north side of St James’s Square, insured
for £1,300, and this emphasis the wealth available in the eastern parishes of London in the 18th century.

37 STEPNEY GREEN

This is the best-known house in MEOT and has many associations with Directors of the East India Company.
Probably the most important was Laurence Sulivan who returned from India, in 1755. Sulivan used his fortune to
establish himself as one of the leaders of the shipping interest, and to become the accepted leader of the largest and
most powerful private Company on earth at that time. He remained in MEOT for seven years before eventually
buying an estate in Hertfordshire, and establishing himself in the West End.

The results of George McGilvary’s life long study have now been published, and reveal the massive influence that
Laurence Sulivan had on both the EIC and parliament for many years. Sulivan embodied the EIC, and essentially
controlled a vast commercial and political empire during Britain’s eighteenth century financial revolution and its
rise to supremacy in India and Southeast Asia.

© Derek Morris and Ken Cozens, 2008
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