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Summary of publication 

 

This study, by John Schofield and others, brings together the archaeological and documentary 

evidence for a number of secular properties on four waterfront sites excavated in the City of 

London by the Museum of London in 1974–84: from west to east, Swan Lane (site A), Seal 

House (site B), New Fresh Wharf (site C) and Billingsgate Lorry Park (site D). In discussion 

excavated sites elsewhere on the north bank and others on the south bank of the Thames 

opposite the sites are briefly included, from Blackfriars to the Tower. The rich evidence of 

the period 1100–1666 for these four sites has already been reported in Schofield et al 2018. 

For New Fresh Wharf (site C) there is very little archaeological evidence and this will be 

summarised, along with the post-Fire documentary evidence, but the lettering of the sites A–

D is kept for comparison with the earlier volume. The archaeology to be presented is 

therefore principally from three sites (A, B and D). 

 

The study will briefly consider the history of the scheme for a single wide quay along all the 

City’s Thames waterfront after the Great Fire, as originally proposed in Wren’s scheme for 

rebuilding (Figure 1). Only an outline history can be given, as the post-Fire waterfront wall 

has not been excavated on any site yet; but it will be placed in the context of works at 

contemporary European ports (eg Rotterdam). Then more setting for the study is supplied by 

information on the general raising and widening of Thames Street, along all its length from 

Blackfriars to the Tower (from the survey of lanes published by Strype in 1720).; and brief 

description of the public structures and buildings along the City bank of the Thames in the 

period 1666–1750, especially Billingsgate dock itself. 

 

The detailed study is of houses, warehouses and other buildings behind the post-Fire wharf; 

as in the preceding London’s Waterfront 1100–1666, this is an archaeological history of the 

sites between the major institutional buildings on the waterfront.  
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Figure 1 Wren’s plan for the rebuilding of London, 1666, in an anonymous probably 18th-

century engraving (LMA, Collage 30292) 

 

At Swan Lane (site A), only the contents of a stone-lined cesspit, amounting to 648 sherds 

from up to 120 vessels, will be analysed; this was probably a house clearance from the 

immediately post-Fire period. At Seal House (site B), excavation uncovered a row of six 

small brick houses on the east side of Black Raven Alley. They were built in 1671 by 

William Darvoll, plasterer, and are shown on a survey of the site, as they belonged to the 

Fishmongers’ Company, by William Leybourn in 1686. A well which may have been in the 

cellar of one of the houses contained pottery, including complete vessels, of the early to mid-

18th century in its fill. The houses were demolished around 1750 as large warehouses began 

to dominate the area. 

 

In Lower Thames Street at New Fresh Wharf (site C), only small fragments of post-Fire walls 

were recorded. At Billingsgate (site D), extensive remains of post-Fire buildings to about 

1750 were excavated in an area about 19.5m east–west by 24m north–south. These lay on 

Botolph Wharf, on both sides of the lane which bisected the wharf and led to the Thames. In 

the period 1666 to about 1750, brick buildings were erected on both sides of the lane, and 

went through several phases of alteration on their ground floors (the first phase as an 

example, Figure 2). At the north end of the west half the pre-Fire church of St Botolph 

Billingsgate was not rebuilt but its site became secular buildings associated with the capitalist 

entrepreneur Sir Josiah Child (1631–99), who was prominent in the East India Company. 

Child became rich and bought the large estate at Wanstead Abbey in Essex, which he 

landscaped and extended; his elaborate tomb is in Wanstead church (Figure 3). 

 



3 

 

 

Figure 2 Billingsgate (BIG82) period 17.1; one of the four main phase plans for the 

Billingsgate site in the period 1666–1750 (MOLA). Lower Thames Street lay about 4m to the 

north of the excavation trench [building numbers to be revised for application] 
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Figure 3 Effigy of Sir Josiah Child in St Mary’s church, Wanstead (he died in 1699, but 

the monument may be of 1704); the London capitalist in Roman costume, with a full wig 

 

The discussion summarises the archaeology of the port of London in the period 1666 to 1750, 

largely of sites on the north bank of the river but including some observations of sites on the 

south bank, and suggests that Thames Street was an important post-Fire street in the City; so 

much so that the idea of Thames Street was exported to the American and Caribbean 

colonies. The forms of houses along Thames Street will be discussed, from archaeological 

and graphic evidence such as engravings and drawings of the buildings round Billingsgate 

dock itself (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4 View of Billingsgate, 1736 (BM): valuable for showing many aspects of post-

Fire London buildings. The corner buildings are higher than most of contemporary Thames 

Street 

 

Here it seems the post-Fire building regulations were interpreted in such a way as to 

emphasise the corner buildings on Thames Street to give prominence to the dock and its 

public functions.  

 

 

Research questions 

 

As the career of Sir Josiah Child shows, the waterfront of the City of London was an 

important element in the development of London as an imperial centre. The central function 

of Thames Street and its buildings can now be demonstrated, and the lives of people who 

occupied those properties can be explored.  

 

Other research questions are: 

 

1. How can archaeological study differentiate between buildings used for domestic and trade 

purposes? 

2. Can the material culture identify immigrant groups - or are ‘foreign’ pottery and wall tiles 

indications of Londoners with European tastes? 

3. What was the financial status and lifestyle of the people using the excavated buildings? 

4. To what extent do these waterfront buildings follow the received notions of rebuilding 

after the Great Fire? How do they compare with 17th-century buildings on other London 

sites? 
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5. How does this study elucidate the 17th-century port and its national and international 

connections? 

 

 

Present state of text 

 

At December 2018, the draft text comprises about 36,000 words, 61 figures and 25 tables. 

When all the parts are completed, it may be about 50% larger. Stephen Freeth is working on 

the documentary history of the Billingsgate site (ie Botolph Wharf), at no charge. 

 

 

Elements still to be funded 

 

The work to be done and the funding to be obtained is arranged in three intended stages:  

 

(1) assessment of pottery and artefacts still to be assessed;  

(2) research and writing on several aspects, illustration (photography, maps and artefact 

drawings);  

(3) expenses of publication, that is printing of a conventional paper text and the simultaneous 

provision of a free pdf download of all the text, from one or more websites. The City of 

London Archaeologist Trust (CoLAT) is already doing this with the previous London’s 

Waterfront 1100–1666, the free download being a product of a previous grant from the Marc 

Fitch Fund. 

 

For further information about this project, please contact the main author, John Schofield, at 

john@jschd.demon.co.uk. 
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