LONDON’S
HISTORICAL
DOCKS –
THE DARK SIDE
A WALK AROUND WAPPING
& THE OLD LONDON DOCKS

AN INTRODUCTION
TO LONDON WALKS
Moreland lies between two of many sets of protected docks built from the
beginning of the 19th century to relieve theft and delays in unloading at
the riverside wharves and Pool of London.
The building of St Katharine Dock and the London Docks transformed
these areas, which were to be transformed again when the docks closed
down in the late 1960s.
On this walk we’ll see how both areas developed very differently following
closure, but how vestiges and traces of their previous lives still remain
from centuries ago.

2 miles (6,000 steps) round trip to Moretown / 30 mins
Please adhere to current government guidelines for COVID-19 when exploring the different locations of the
tour. Participants use this guide at their own risk and Moretown is not liable for any injury, loss or damage.
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11. Starting point:

4. Wapping Pier Head

7. St Patrick’s
Catholic Church

2. Hermitage Basin /
Entry Gate Posts

5. Wapping Old Stairs /
The Town of Ramsgate Pub

8. Wapping Police
Boat House

3. Hermitage
Memorial Gardens

6. Old St John’s Church
and Parish School

9. Turner’s Old
Star Pub

The Moretown Belle

10. End point:
Wapping Tube Station
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STARTING POINT:
‘TO MEET AGAIN’ SCULPTURE

by Michael Beck (in front of The Moretown Belle)

With your back to the sculpture turn left and then walk
right along Vaughan Way. Shortly after the road bends to
the left, you will see a narrow waterway on your right with
steps leading up to a lake which was the western entry
basin to the London Docks.
Make your way to the Roper Circle sculpture, by Wendy
Taylor (CBE, English artist and sculptor), made from ships’
hawsers (nautical term for thick rope used in mooring or
towing a ship).
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HERMITAGE BASIN /
ENTRY GATE POSTS
The basin opened in 1821 through which smaller
vessels such as lighters (a flat bottomed barge)
could enter the docks, avoiding the larger
Wapping entrance that we’ll come to later.
It was closed in 1909 but not filled in and has
become an attractive feature with water lilies
and what are known as tern rafts to attract
nesting waterfowl.

Cross to the far side of the basin and walk
towards the section of old dock wall. Across
to your right you will see a classical red brick
building which was the Impounding Station,
responsible for measuring the height of the
water in the lock.
As you leave Hermitage basin, turn round to see
the stone gate posts and note the distinctive
‘dripping’ stalactite rustication decorating the
top, used throughout the London Docks.
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HERMITAGE
MEMORIAL GARDENS

Built in memory of the East London civilians
who lost their lives during the bombing of
this area in the second world war. On the
western side there is the Dove of Peace
Memorial sculpture by Wendy Taylor.
Walking up to the river there is a spectacular
view of Tower Bridge, but to the east you
will see a mooring of traditional river barges
and sailing boats, designed to ensure they
remain part of the Wapping landscape.
Continuing your walk along Wapping
High Street, you will note the height of
the buildings on both sides. Many of
these were once huge brick riverside
warehouses leaving only narrow passages
and stairs down to the river. Now they are
converted (or newly built) apartments.
Before the docks transformed the area,
Wapping had grown from marshland crossed
by two causeways, to a busy and overcrowded
riverside community largely devoted to ships
and shipping and allied small businesses
and many small inns. The community was
sufficiently large to warrant a parish church
and school which we shall see later on.

But the coming of the docks with its
surrounding warehouses left the High
Street isolated and the population of
the village plummeted while poverty set
in. In 1926, all of the area between London
Docks and the High Street was swept
away in a huge clearance scheme. The
Blitz destroyed much of the southern
end of the docks and the western end
of the High Street.
Note the names of some of the new
housing on your left: ‘Sumatra’, ‘Java’
and ‘Zanzibar’ from where rich spices,
nuts, ginger, fruits, oil etc. were imported.
It is said that as sailors approached the
docks in the pea-souper fogs (Thick
black fog, also known as Killer Fog),
they could tell exactly which warehouse
they were near by the scent.
As you move along, note the loading
bays and high steel catwalks which once
linked the upper storeys of warehouses
for cargo and people to cross.
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WAPPING
PIER HEAD
On your right you come to an enclosed area
known as the Pier Head with 18th century
houses on either side of a planted area. This
was the main entrance from the river to the
western basin of the London Docks and these
were the houses of senior dock officials. Today
they are lived in by at least one celebrity!
Looking across the road to your left you
can see the continuation of the now-filled
in entry canal with a wall cutting off what
was the entry to the basin.
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WAPPING OLD STAIRS /
THE TOWN OF RAMSGATE PUB

Alongside the small Town of Ramsgate
pub you will see a narrow passage which
leads to Old Wapping Stairs which you
may wish to explore. These stairs and ladders
led down to the Thames from where in the
past you might take a boat or, more sinisterly,
might meet your end. Pirates would be
hanged and then left until three tides had
washed over them. Execution Dock near
Wapping tube station was one such site.
Next to the passage is The Town Of
Ramsgate Pub. One of the original pubs,
probably pre-1758, its long narrow bar
leads out onto a riverside terrace and
the sight of mock gallows!

The pub is associated with the capture of
‘Hanging’ Judge Jeffries who condemned
many who rebelled against the Catholic James
II to death. When the Protestant William III
came to the throne Jeffries attempted to
flee the country but was spotted having
a final drink at the pub and taken to the
Tower of London where he died in 1689.
Beyond the pub is Olivers Wharf (1869), which
largely held cargoes of tea, but was the first
to be converted into luxury apartments.
Turn left along Scandrett Street where there
are reminders of the old 18th century parish
of Wapping.
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OLD ST JOHN’S CHURCH
AND PARISH SCHOOL
The former Parish School of St John of 1695 has two stone coade
figures of a bluecoat charity children in niches above. The colour
blue was used for them as it was the cheapest dye.
Beyond that is the tower of St John’s Parish Church with its old
churchyard across the road.
Turn right along Green Bank, noting the Turk’s Head pub on
the corner.
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ST PATRICK’S
CATHOLIC CHURCH

A little further along on the right is the solid St Patrick’s
Catholic Church, a reminder of the very large number of
Irish dock workers who lived in this area.
Then take the first turning on the right, Dunbar Street,
with more buildings associated with the Catholic church,
back in the direction of Wapping High Street. At the end
you will see a very modern-looking building with what
appears to be white polystyrene attached to it!
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WAPPING POLICE
BOAT HOUSE
You will see that the building is the boathouse
of the River Police. Their police station is
a little further east and was founded in 1798.
It is the oldest police force in the country to
deal with crime and theft on the Thames.
Look a little further on and you will see the
Captain Kidd pub. The pub was built in the
1980s and was formerly a coffee warehouse.
It is named after the 17th century pirate, William
Kidd (a Scottish sailor who was tried and executed
for piracy after returning from a voyage to the
Indian Ocean), who was executed at nearby
Execution Dock in 1701. The layout of the
pub is similar to a ship’s hull and within it
retells the story of Kidd and his execution.

Turn left along Reardon Path, with the unusual
bollard at the entrance, and note the names
of the apartment blocks which are related to
famous voyagers who sailed from nearby Ratcliff
docks, such as Willoughby (Sir Hugh Willoughby
– English Soldier and an early Artic voyager),
and George Vancouver who explored the
north-west coast of America, including
the island named after him.
It was here too that John Newton, who was
to become the reformed slave trader, was
born. (John Newton was an English Anglican
clergyman and abolitionist who was forced
to serve as a sailor in the Royal Navy. John
Newton sailed the sea at a young age and
worked on slave ships in the slave trade for
a number of years).
At the top of Reardon Place, cross over
Green Banks and continue straight on
along the continuation path to the right
of Wapping Gardens, which replaced
slum dwellings in the 1880s.
Turn right at the top along Watts Street
and note the pub, the Turner’s Old Star.
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TURNER’S OLD
STAR PUB

The traditional East End pub dates back to
the 1830s, when Joseph Turner (an English
romantic painter, printmaker and watercolourist),
inherited two homes here and converted them
into a tavern called the Old Star. He installed
his mistress, Sophia Booth, as landlady. Turner
was very secretive about this and called himself
by the name ‘Booth’ in the pub.
Turner’s Old Star was also said to be the site
of witchcraft after Lydia Rogers (an Anabaptist
and wife of carpenter John Rogers and a
mother of two) was found guilty of witch-like
practices on this spot in 1658.
Now continue along Watts St to Wapping Lane
and turn right. At the end of the lane you see
Gun Wharf, another warehouse for storing tea
and spices converted to luxury apartments.
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END POINT:
WAPPING TUBE STATION
Turn left into Wapping High Street for Wapping tube station.
The station occupies the north end of Brunel’s foot tunnel built
between 1825 - 1843 and was adapted for rail travel. This explains
the narrow platforms!
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