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INTRODUCTION

This volume is the second in the Society's series of indexes to the 1&31
census of North West Kent, and was produced in co-operation with the
Woolwich & District F.H.S., some of whose members have helped with the
transcription and checking phases. In particular, I would like to record my
thanks and those of the Society, to:

- Guy Nevill who as Projects Organizer was instrumental in setting up the
Society’s 1851 Census Project in 1980-81.

- All the transcribers and checkers who have helped with Woolwich parish -
Mary Mullett, Bill & Faith Keymer, Veronica Luke, John Nightingale, Edna
Reynolds, Barbara Robinson, Fred Tutt, Fred & Priscilla Vernau, and
Malcolm Youngs.

- Members of the Society with BBC microcomputers for their work in entering
the data into computer files - Ronald & Jackie Dixon, Sabina Doust,
Judith Gilbert, Win Grimmette, Paul Homer, Norma Smith, Stuart Valentine,
and Barbara Zissell.

- Josephine Birchenough, John Nightingale and Malcolm Youngs for helping
with the job of final checking against the enumerators’ books.

- The staff of ‘Woodlands’ (Greenwich Local History Centre) for their help,
in particular to Julian Watson for reading the introductory sections and
making a number of helpful coments.

- Finally to Jean Stirk, chairman of the Society publications sub-
committee, and to members of the Society Committee for their support.

The data for this census index was typed into BBC microcomputer files
and transferred to dBase III files (IBM PC format). Camera ready copy
was generated using Aptec Laserflow and Hewlett Packard Laser_]et 11
laserprinters.

Stephen Archer
1851 Census Project Co-ordinator

Qctober 1989




Location of Census Microfilms and Transcripts

In addition to the Public Record Office census rooms in Portugal Street

and Chancery Lane, microfilms of the 1851 returns for Woolwich parish
(Piece Nos. HO.107/1588-89) are held at:

Greenwich Local History Centre (‘Woodlands'), 90 Mycenae Road, London SE3
7SE (Tel: 01-858-4631), There are only two microfilm readers, therefore an
appointment is advisable. Opening hours are currently: Mon/Tue/Thu: 9.00-
8.00; Sat: 9.00-5.00; Wed/Fri: closed. Their 1851 census coverage also

includes Deptford St. Nicholas, Greenwich, Charlton, Plumstead and Eltham
parishes.

Note that neither the Kent Archives Office nor Springfield Local Studies
Library in Maidstone holds 1851 returns for Woolwich parish.

The transcripts from which this index was compiled will eventually be
available in the Society’s own library at Bromley monthly meetings.
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WOOLWICH PARISH IN THE 19TH CENTURY

Woolwich lies close to the north west corner of the ancient county of
Kent, and in the mid 19th century was the second largest town in the
county, only slightly smaller than Greenwich. The town itself lies close to
the Thames, but the land enclosed by the parish boundaries includes a
narrow tongue which extends southwards, across Woolwich Common and
ends at the A2 on the western ascent of Shooters Hill. Until 1965 the
parish also included two detached portions known as North Woolwich on
the Essex side of the River Thames.

Records of the town go back to Saxon times: in 918 ‘Vuluvic' was part
of a gift by a daughter of King Alfred to the abbey of St. Peter in
Ghent. The town later appears in the records as ‘Hulviz’ and ‘Vulewic’,
the name meaning ‘port from which wool was shipped’. In the medieval
period the settlement was merely a fishing village located between the
dockyard and arsenal sites, but later became a local centre of industry.
England’s first salt-glazed stoneware kiln was set up here near to the
present ferry in the early 17th century, and shortly afterwards a
glassworks was established nearby.

The old church was dedicated to St. Mary Magdalene, and stood on top
of a small precipice overlooking the site of the old dockyard. However,
owing to unsafe foundations, a new church was erected further back in
the 1730s. This is a brick building with a square tower, upon which
stood a semaphore apparatus before the days of electric telegraph. In the
churchyard were buried Henry Maudslay (d.1831), a great engineer who
began his career in the Arsenal; and Tom Cribb (d.1848), the prize
fighter.

In the 19th century other churches were required as chapels of ease to
St. Mary’s. The first of these was Holy Trinity, erected near the Arsenal
in 1833, joined by St John Wellington St. in 1845 and St Thomas in the
western part of the parish in 1850. Three or four more followed in the
1860s and 1870s, including the garrison church of St. George, erected in
1863 near the Royal Artillery Barracks. Woolwich parish itself was split
up for ecclesiastical purposes, with areas being carved out for St Thomas,
St John, St Michael and Holy Trinity from 1850 onwards. This did not
however, affect the administration of the census, which continued to use
the original, civil parish boundaries.

Until the 1850s nearly all of the town’s burials had taken place in the
churchyard of St. Mary’s. Despite a number of extensions however, the
ground was full to overflowing and an alternative site was desperately
needed. This led to the acquisition of land for the town’s own cemetery,
which was located near Plumstead Common and cpened in January 1856.
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The population of Woolwich climbed steadily during the first half of the
19th century and by 1851 stood at 32,079, of whom more than 5,000
were connected with the army or navy. The demand for workers at the
Arsenal caused the built-up area of Woolwich to spill over eastwards into
Plumstead parish, which had been a village in 1841; by 1871 its
population had reached 28,200.

The rapid rise in population caused problems of overcrowding and
poverty, to such an extent that a report on the sanitary conditions in
Woolwich was commissioned by the General Board of Health following
the Public Health Act of 1848. The inquiry was conducted under the
chairmanship of Robert Rawlinson beginning in August 1849, and his
report throws some interesting light on conditions in the town at the
time of the 1851 census. He states that:



‘The more ancient portions of the town consist of narrow streets,
imperfectly paved; the houses here stand upon a damp and undrained
subsoil; they are badly built, and are unduly crowded. The newer
streets in the higher portions of the town have been set out on a
more liberal scale, but for want of some more general and compre-
hensive plan they are neither so regular nor direct in their lines

of communication as they might have been made, and for want of a
proper system of sewerage and drainage throughout the whole town
the sanitary conditions of the older and lower portion of it is

made worse, in consequence of the surface drainage from the higher
portions being passed into it.’

Although some streets were supplied with sewers by this time, most of
the town relied upon cesspools which frequently overflowed. A Mr
George Hudson who gave evidence to the inquiry reported that there was
no effective sewer in Brewer St., and the drainage frequently flowed over
the surface, from Mulgrave Place and Red Lion St. down Brewer and
William Streets. He complained that the smell was so bad he could not,
with comfort, open the windows in front of his house. Added to this, the
water supply was totally inadequate. The Kent Waterworks Co. supplied
water to a portion of the town, but it was only intermittent, the quality
was often poor, and few of the inhabitants could afford the high prices
charged.

The general standard of hygiene contributed therefore to a high incidence
of disease, made worse by the proximity of Plumstead marshes to the
north and east of the town. These were a breeding ground for
mosquitoes which brought malaria to Plumstead and Woolwich. A
particularly nasty outbreak occurred in the spring of 1848 when, it was
estimated, more than 8,000 cases occurred and many died.

One of the poorest parts of the town was that known as the ‘Dusthole’,
an area of riverside behind the High St. consisting mainly of narrow unlit
lanes and alleys. Here the destitute and homeless were packed together
in squalid, overcrowded lodging-houses. Here too the local prostitutes
plied their trade, as is made elear in the pages of the census: one
enumerator was so incensed by what he saw in Gough Lane off the High
St., that he made a special note in the margin: ‘Note the houses 1, 2, 3,
& 4 Gough Yard kept by the above named David Coughlin, the
Enumerator believes to be all Brothels of the worst charecter’.
(H.0.107/1589. £97).

It is reassuring to learn that Rawlinson’s report was acted upon.
Improvements carried out by the Board of Health included the provision
of piped water supplies and main drainage, and improvements to
pavements and roads.
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The Royal Dockyard

Having begun as a small fishing village, the settlement at Woolwich grew
to prominence from 1512 when Henry VIII bought a small sloping piece
of Thames foreshore opposite the church and established the Royal
Dockyard. Here he built the Great Harry, the magnificant flagship of his
new Royal Navy. Launched in 1514, this at 1,500 tons was the largest
ship of its day, but was destroyed by fire at Woolwich in 1553. Many
other famous ships followed, such as the Sovereign of the Seas in 1637.
In 1780-9 the present Gatehouse and Clockhouse were built, and in the
first half of the 19th century much rebuilding and further expansion took
place to allow steam ships to be built and repaired here. However, by
the mid 19th century the requirement for much larger, iron-clad ships,
rendered the site inconvenient and led to its closure in 1869. The loss of
the Dockyard caused grave distress and unemployment in the town, and
led to a mass emigration. As a result the population in 1871 was down
by 6,000 on that for 1861 (see graph). The Dockyard site became a mere
annexe of the Arsenal, used chiefly for stores and officers’ quarters. Part
of the site was sold in 1926 for industrial use, and the western end was
developed as a housing estate from ¢.1969.

Listed amongst the 1851 census returns for the Dockyard is the Marine
Society’s ship ‘Venus' (H.0.107/1588 f.278-81), with a complement of 118
boys aged between 13 and 16. The Marine Society was an organization
formed in 1758 for ‘assisting poor boys and shipping them off to sea’.
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The Royal Arsenal

The Royal Arsenal which occupies the waterfront area to the east of the
town has a history which goes back at least to the 17th century. A sixty
gun battery was built at Woolwich in 1667 for the security of the river
against the Dutch fleet, and a plan dated 1701 when the area was still
known as the Royal Warren shows a parapet along the river-front pierced
with forty embrasures. In 1694 the Royal Laboratory was built on the
Warren for making ammunition, fuses and gunpowder, and from that
date until this century the site has been associated with the manufacture
of arms for the military.

The official foundry for the production of ordnance was originally at
Moorfields in the City of London, until a calamitous explosion in 1716
forced a move. The site chosen was Woolwich, and the ‘Brass Gun
Foundry’ building, designed by Sir John Vanbrugh in 1717 still survives
inside the Arsenal walls. The first master founder was a German,
Andrew Schalch, who remained in the post a full sixty years, and was
buried in St Mary’s churchyard in 1776.

In i805 the Warren was renamed the Royal Arsenal, and by the the
1830s occupied an area of 160 acres, extending eastwards into Plumstead
parish. A contemporary description states that

‘The storehouses usually contain equipments for 10,000 horses, and
a vast display of every kind of military weapon and accoutrement.
In the cannon-foundry there are four air-furnaces, the largest of
which will melt 325 cwt. of metal. In the process of casting, when
the liquid mass is to be poured into the moulds, they are fixed in
the earth before the furnaces, and made red-hot to evaporate every
particle of moisture. The guns are cast solid, and afterwards
bored by means of a large bit, against which they are made to
revolve. Eleven or twelve days are required to complete a single
cannon, which, after it has been cast, is four or fives days in
growing cool enough to be removed from the mould. Yet in one busy
year of the war, (1809), 180 guns were fabricated at Woolwich.’

The Arsenal remained important until well into the present century, and
up to 80,000 workers were employed here during the First World War.
Its size has, however, been appreciably reduced in recent years and much
of the site has been developed for housing.
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