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LONDON’S WATERFRONT AND ITS WORLD, 1666-1800

Figure 7 The central area of the waterfront of the City of London, showing the main sites used in this study (based on Rocque 1747, from Hyde 1982). For key to the archaeological sites

shown, see Table 2
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site
Bull Wharf

Number on Figure 7

Thames Exchange
Walbrook
Steelyard

Watermark Place

Seal House
New Fresh Wharf
Billingsgate Lorry Park
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Custom House

Winchester Palace
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London Bridge
Fastolf Place
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Vintners’ Hall and surroundings

Swan Lane/Riverbank House

Main archaeological publication
Ayre and Wroe-Brown 2015a, 2015b
Schofield with Maloney 1998, 297-8
Milne 1992

Schofield with Maloney 1998, 86
Schofield with Maloney 1998, 259-60
Fowler and Mackinder 2014

this volume; Mackinder 2015

this volume

Tatton-Brown 1974, 1975
Seeley et al. 2006

Watson et al. 2000
Blatherwick and Bluer 2009

Table 2 Archaeological sites on both banks of the River Thames excavated in recent years

also an enquiry. The study is permeated by two general
arguments and a number of questions.

The arguments are as follows. First, the Great Fire of
London in 1666 changed an important and central
part of the conurbation of London, but there were also
many important continuities. Second, archaeological
sites along the waterfront, both in the City area
and downstream as far as Deptford, have revealed
a rich urban culture for the years 1666 to 1800 with
many elements of foreign fashions, and these foreign
influences were arguably strongest in the nation’s
largest port. Perhaps in London we can study consumer
tastes and consumption.

Against this background, the study has set itself a
number of questions:

1. To what extent do these waterfront buildings follow
the usual notions of rebuilding after the Great Fire?
How do they compare with late 17th- and 18th-century
buildings on other London sites? What changed
between 1666 and 18007

2. Was the City waterfront a distinctive place within
the post-Fire City of London? How did it differ from the
south bank facing it?

3. What is its place within the archaeology of post-Fire
London as a whole?

4. How does this study elucidate the late 17th- and
18th-century port and its national and international
connections?

5. What evidence has been found of London’s links with
slavery?

6. What were the buildings used for? How do studies of
the present kind illuminate the history of buildings in
London?

Chapter 2 comprises a survey of the structure of the
port of London in the period 1666 to about 1750: major
public works (including plans for a new wharf), the
geography of stairs, how shipping was managed, and
the system of carts working the waterfront. Chapter 3
is the central account of the archaeological excavations
of 1974-84 on either side of the north end of London
Bridge, and discussion of the excavated buildings,
including their documentary history; then in Chapter 4
aview of other sites on both banks of the Thames and to
the east of the City as far as Deptford, also up to about
1750. This development of the Thames downstream
of the City places the development of the central
waterfront area in context. Chapter 5 takes the history
forward from 1750 to 1800, the time of monumental
complexes of warehouses, and includes an account of
the Sufferance Wharves on the south bank and east of
the Tower. Chapter 6 introduces the little-researched
subject of slavery in London, from the 16th century
to 1800. Chapter 7 provides an epilogue to the London
narrative, taking us into the 19th century and the end
of the period studied in detail as the London Docks
opened up a new era in the port’s history. Chapter 8
is about connections with other ports: documentary
evidence of traffic with British ports, then a short
survey of the topography and archaeology of foreign
(European) and colonial ports, including the finding of
much London artefactual material in late 17th-century
Port Royal, Jamaica. Chapter 9 comprises discussion of
all the results and the questions posed: the buildings,
material culture and lifestyle of the occupants of the
sites; trade and ships; parallels for the topography of
the waterfront in other contemporary ports in Europe,
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North America and the Caribbean; the port of London
as a factor in London’s growth at this period; and
cultural influences from abroad on London life shown
by the excavated artefacts. One underlying question
is whether the waterfront zone around and south of
Thames Street looked and felt different from the rest
of the post-Fire City. Specialist reports and appendices
occupy Chapter 10: on the pottery and other artefacts,
coins, ceramic building material, cowrie shells, and the
transcription of two relevant inventories of merchants’
houses. The archaeological material and the contents
of the inventories are complementary sources, each
providing what the other does not. Together they give
us a rounded view of the material or household culture
of the period.

Some of the people in this narrative have names. In the
context of London’s waterfront, that is not unusual:
the study of the same sites in the period 1100-1666,
already published, mentions many owners and
occupiers of the waterfront properties from the 12th
century, and especially from the 14th.® The names of
the protagonists in the present work are in two groups:
first, those who were responsible for redevelopment
of the sites, rather like modern developers, but who
probably only stepped onto the sites on a few occasions:
Josiah Child and William Darvoll. The second, more
interesting group are those who were major or minor
tenants of the properties excavated, because the
material culture may be theirs: Joseph and Henry
Ashton, Edward Leaver, Francis Minshull (with his wife
and later widow Elizabeth), and Robert Pallady senior
and junior. We look at the houses of Thomas and Richard
Beckford, both Masters of the Clothworkers’ Company,
on the east side of Billingsgate dock and nearby in Great
Tower Street. The inventory of furnishings of Richard
Beckford’s house at his death in 1679, transcribed in
Chapter 10, is a valuable insight into the lifestyle of a
rich London merchant with property in Jamaica and
investments in colonial shipping.

This monograph seeks to illustrate the lives and
lifestyles of people in this part of London, as the port
of London changed around them. It draws attention to
the considerable amount of archaeological excavation,
finds analysis and documentary research which has
been undertaken in recent decades on the subject of
London’s waterfront from the City to Deptford in the
late 17th and 18th centuries.

Conventions, methods and the archive

The four sites forming the archaeological and
documentary core of this study have been given the
letters A to D, from west to east (though there is no
archaeological reporting on site C in this monograph).

10 Schofield et al. 2018; Schofield 2019 is a summary.

The archaeological recording within each site is based
on the context, that is an event in the past which
produces a trace worth recording. This is usually a
layer or a wall with a physical extent, but can also be
a trace of digging, a cut in the ground such as a pit,
ditch or grave. The contexts are numbered in a single
series within each site, and are always reported with
square brackets: so B[48] is context [48] from site B
(Seal House), and D[549] is context [549] from site D
(Billingsgate).! The contexts at site B are also grouped
into ‘groups’ (for instance, those comprising a wall or a
floor) indicated by the letters Gp, for example Gp 90 (or
Gp B90), Gp 9. This system was not employed on site D,
where the strata are grouped into broader ‘Events’.

Like all London sites, those studied here produced large
amounts of pottery: almost 61 kilos of sherds from Seal
House and 41 kilos from Billingsgate. The acronyms
used to identify individual types of native and foreign
pottery (wares) and those used for the pottery forms
are given in Chapter 10. Individual accessioned non-
ceramic artefacts are numbered, again within each site
code, and presented with pointed brackets, so D<710>
is a gold finger ring from context D[549]. Where a
dimension of an item cannot be reconstructed with
confidence, a question mark is used, so a brick might be
described as ‘? x 104 x 62mm’.

The excavated material, catalogues, reports and
photographs from these excavations are housed in the
Archaeological Archive at Museum of London Stores,
currently at Mortimer Wheeler House, 46 Eagle Wharf
Road, London N1 7ED. The four museum site codes,
as given in Table 1 above, are used to aid navigation
of the material. When consulting the archive, the
museum sitecode should be substituted for the letter
used here, so a trade token cited below as A<3825>
should be cited as SWA81<3825>. Intending enquirers
should note, however, that the Museum of London
has temporarily closed the archaeological archive
for two years from December 2022, so that it can be
re-organised and properly catalogued as part of the
general new arrangements accompanying the setting
up of the new London Museum at West Smithfield.
Further information can be found on the websites of
the two museums.

Documentary sources for this publication have been
numerous and crucial. For Seal House (site B), the
records of the Fishmongers’ Company have shown
that the excavated site was part of a terrace of six

' This excavation recording system was developed in the City of
London from the middle of the 1970s. The first recording manual for
use on sites was compiled by John Schofield in 1980; the revised third
edition of the manual was edited by Andrew Westman (1994). 1t is
available for use elsewhere in the world: https://www.colat.org.uk/_
assets/doc/mol-site-manual-3rd-edition.pdf. It has been examined as
amodel in other countries, for instance in Italy: Carandini 1991.
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houses in Black Raven Alley built for the company
by William Darvoll, plaisterer, in 1671. Extensive
documentary research has been undertaken for the
Billingsgate excavation (site D). This covered part of
the site of the former church of St Botolph Billingsgate,
destroyed in the Great Fire and owned by the parish;
and part of Botolph Wharf to the east and south of the
former church, owned by the City. The main areas of
investigation have been the aftermath of the Great
Fire; the redevelopment of both church site and wharf,
including buildings and occupiers; and the trade carried
on at the waterside. For the aftermath of the Great Fire,
the City’s records include a huge amount of information
about rebuilding and the disputes that arose. A bitter
and long-running dispute between the City and the
tenant of the wharf, Josiah Child, who carried out an
aggressive land-grab of some of the church ground to
improve his tenancy, has been tracked both in the City’s
records and in the records of the court of Chancery at
The National Archives.

For the redevelopment of the former church site up to
about 1800, the parish records have much to say. The
parish of St Botolph Billingsgate continued as a legal
entity after the Fire despite the loss of its church, with
boundaries unchanged. Its residents continued to elect
their own churchwardens, vestry and overseers; levy
their own rates; look after their own money; compile
their own minutes and accounts; and grant their own
leases. The only difference was that they now shared
a church building and clergyman with the adjacent
parish of St George Botolph Lane, with which St
Botolph was united for worship and whose church was
rebuilt. The costs of maintaining this church building
were agreed and allocated at joint meetings of both
parishes. This solution, adopted for all the destroyed
churches of the City after the Fire, and possibly unique

to London, was not reformed until after World War I1.
However it meant that detailed records continued to be
compiled and preserved exactly as if the parish was still
independent. For the redevelopment of the wharf, the
City’s records include head-leases as well as committee
minutes. Use has also been made of the records of the
Vintners’ Company, the owners of Hammond’s Key
immediately to the west.

Other sources which have brought to life the buildings
on the wharf, the personalities involved and their
commercial activities are as follows. First, by great
good fortune, many personal papers of the principal
wharfinger up to 1728, Joseph Ashton, are preserved
amongst the Chancery Masters’ Exhibits at The National
Archives. Second, Ashton’s nephew Henry Ashton,
who succeeded him as wharfinger, was a Director of
the South Sea Company, part of the trade in enslaved
people from Africa; the Royal African Company brought
them from Africa to the West Indies, and the South Sea
Company then distributed and re-sold them where
they were needed. During Henry Ashton’s time as a
director, one of his distant relatives was appointed to
the command of a slave ship and sent detailed reports
back to Botolph Wharf, Third, Francis Minshull (d
1704), the parish’s tenant of the large house built on
the site of the former church, was another merchant.
His commercial interests included wine and probably
citrus fruit from the Canaries; the government of
West Jersey (New Jersey) in north America, along with
land speculation there; and the financing of several
privateers during the wars with France and Spain.
Finally the presence on the wharf of a Warehouse
Keeper of the East India Company means that there are
many references to Botolph Wharf in the voluminous
records of that company, though searches so far have
scarcely scratched the surface.





