
Making a Home in Silvertown – Transcript  

PART 1 

Hello everyone, and welcome to ‘Making a Home in Silvertown’, a guided walk in association with 

Newham Heritage Festival and the Access and Engagement team at Birkbeck, University of London. 

My name’s Matt, and I’m your tour guide for this sequence of three videos that lead you on a 

historic guided walk around Silvertown, one of East London’s most dynamic neighbourhoods. 

Silvertown is part of London’s Docklands, in the London Borough of Newham. The area’s history has 

been shaped by the River Thames, the Docks, and the unrivalled variety of shipping, cargoes and 

travellers that passed through the Port of London. The walk focuses on the many people from 

around the country and around the world who have made their homes here, and how residents have 

coped with the sometimes challenging conditions in the area. It will include plenty of historical 

images from Newham’s archives. There’s always more to explore about this unique part of London, 

and I hope these videos inspire you to explore further. 

The reason why this walk is online, instead of me leading you around Silvertown in person, is that as 

we record this, the U.K. has some restrictions on movement and public assembly due to the 

pandemic of COVID-19, or Coronavirus. So the idea is that you can download these videos onto a 

device and follow their route around the area, pausing them where necessary. The videos are 

intended to be modular, each beginning and ending at one of the local Docklands Light Railway 

stations. You can do them one after the other and have a long walk that might take about an hour 

and a half, or break it up into three shorter walks if you prefer. This first stretch might take around 

45 minutes, with the other two lasting 30 minutes each, depending on what pace you set. 

SLIDE 

This first video shows you sights near West Silvertown DLR, which is the western end of the red line 

on this image. We’ll then follow the red route to Pontoon Dock DLR. The second leg is a circular 

route beginning and ending at Pontoon Dock station. The third video takes you from Pontoon Dock 

to London City Airport. There are step-free routes throughout the walk, and the first two sections 

are quite flat, with gentle slopes on the third section. Some roads in the area can get busy, so please 

take care when crossing. 

SLIDE 

The Coronavirus pandemic is a fluid situation and may have changed by the time you hear this. The 

current advice is to social distance, maintaining a minimum 2-metre distance from anyone not in 

your household; you should also avoid public transport unless essential. If you’re not sure whether 

this guidance has changed, the Mayor of London and the London Assembly, as well asTransport for 

London, have information on whether and how you can travel safely. If you’re based within walking 

or cycling distance of Silvertown, there shouldn’t be a problem. If you can’t get to the area safely 

yet, please just enjoy the videos for now and plan a walk for when things are closer to normal. 

SLIDE 

Silvertown is actually quite new compared to many London districts. Until the mid-19th century it 

was beyond London’s outskirts, in Plaistow Marshes, a virtually uninhabited wetland. This 1786 

engraving by John Peltro shows perhaps a similar scene, but this is further upstream, near the mouth 

of Bow Creek and what’s now Canning Town. To get an idea of the Silvertown area at that time, 

imagine this picture with even less sign of people. 



SLIDE 

So, how did Silvertown come into being? During the 19th century, London expanded at a mind-

boggling rate – its population roughly quadrupled between 1800 and 1900. That’s largely due to its 

role as the capital of the expanding British Empire, and the job opportunities resulting from all the 

goods entering the Port of London from imperial territories – not to mention people being driven 

into London to escape extreme hardship elsewhere. I’m thinking here of the Great Famine in Ireland 

during the 1840s, for example. So the amount of shipping and port facilities needed to keep this 

metropolis working was increasing drastically. Additionally, by the middle of the century, steamships 

were more common. Steam power enabled ships to become much larger, so London needed new, 

bigger docks to load and unload these vessels. Hence the building of the Royal Docks complex on 

Plaistow Marshes. The first of these docks was the Royal Victoria Dock, opening in 1855 – that’s the 

basin which is nearest in this picture. The perspective here faces due east. This was followed by the 

Royal Albert Dock in 1880 – that’s further away and to the left - then the King George V Dock in 

1921, seen here to the right of the Albert. Silvertown is the area to the bottom right of this 

photograph, sandwiched between the Royal Docks and the River Thames. 

SLIDE 

Silvertown is named after Stephen William Silver, a merchant who established some of the first 

industrial premises in the area in 1852 – a rubber works which originally made waterproof clothing. 

Remember, this is still three years before the Victoria Dock opened. The dock’s construction was 

more or less complete, and there had been draining of the marshes, but there was very little 

business taking place. So Silver’s move from Greenwich was both bold and pioneering. It was also a 

great success. The company later expanded to become the India Rubber, Gutta Percha and 

Telegraph Works Company, one of whose delivery vehicles is seen here. The company was noted for 

its submarine telegraph cables, cutting-edge technology that revolutionised global communications. 

It also manufactured some of Alexander Graham Bell’s first telephones. This may give you some idea 

of the role Silvertown has played in changing not just the Docklands, but the world. 

SLIDE 

So we’re beginning our walk by West Silvertown DLR, at the western end of this red line, next to 

North Woolwich Road, the major thoroughfare that runs alongside the light railway. Looking to the 

east, you’ll see a pelican crossing. Don’t cross at this point, even though on the other side of the 

street there used to be something that I’d definitely cross the road  - the Jubilee Tavern. It’s seen 

here around 1960, but had been standing since about 1895. Most of the jobs in this area involved 

gruelling manual labour in the docks or in factories. It was all thirsty work, and Silvertown supported 

a lot more pubs than it does currently. This is despite efforts by the Temperance Movement, who 

were campaigning against alcohol in East London during the late 19th century. It’s one of these fierce 

teetotallers whose commercial contributions to the area we’re going to look at next. 

SLIDE 

From the DLR station, head east past the pelican crossing, then take a right turn onto Knights Road. 

Head down the street until you see a large industrial site on your right. 

SLIDE 

You’re looking at Plaistow Wharf sugar refinery. The image here is of the site’s old entrance, which 

has since been demolished, along with many of the other buildings here – the refinery used to be 

even bigger than this. It was opened in 1883 by Abram Lyle, a shipping merchant originally from 



Greenock in Scotland – so he’s an example of someone who moved a long way to set up business in 

this area; he was also, as I mentioned, passionately opposed to the drinking of alcohol. He 

encouraged some other indulgences, though - his company perfected the processing of by-products 

from sugar refining, to create Lyle’s Golden Syrup, which I’m sure many of you still enjoy today. 

More than a million cans of syrup still leave this plant every month. 

Abram Lyle was a bitter rival of Henry Tate, whose sugar refinery was also in Silvertown (we’ll see it 

in the third video of this series) – they never actually met and went to great lengths to avoid doing 

so. After they passed away, their families merged the companies in 1921, forming Tate & Lyle. Lyle 

still dominated the syrup market while Tate was supreme in sugar, so it was a good match. Both 

refineries saw major social changes for people in this area. During the Second World War, for 

example, work here, previously male-dominated, was increasingly performed by women after men 

were called up to fight. Tate & Lyle itself doesn’t own either of the refineries in Silvertown any more 

– they were sold to American Sugar Refining in 2010, along with the rights to use Tate & Lyle’s 

branding for sugar and syrup. 

[slide] 

Continue along Knights Road, follow it around to your left, then head north east up Bradfield Road. 

Eventually you’ll see tennis courts and a park entrance on your right. This is Lyle Park, created on 

land donated to the local council for this purpose by Leonard Lyle, a descendent of Abram Lyle, in 

1924. Housing in Silvertown was badly crowded in the 1920s. With factories taking up so much 

room, and the docks and the river blocking expansion, workers who wanted to live in the area had to 

cram into tight spaces. Open space to relax and exercise was therefore incredibly precious. Take a 

moment to explore the park if you like – at the far end there is a nice view across the Thames, and 

the park contains the entrance gates to Harland and Wolff Ltd., a shipbuilding firm. 

SLIDE 

From the park, continue north onto North Woolwich Road. Carefully cross the road, then head up 

Boxley Street, which is next to the nearby petrol station. At the far end, turn left, then take an 

immediate right onto Julia Garfield Mews. At the end of the Mews, continue straight ahead, along a 

footpath that leads underneath a building. 

SLIDE 

At the other side, you’ll be on Wesley Avenue. You’re now in the heart of Britannia Village. This is an 

example of what city planners sometimes call an ‘urban village’, with retail, housing, and leisure all 

available within one self-contained area. There are also facilities to draw the local community 

together, like a Village Hall, and Britannia Village Primary School. This neighbourhood was 

redeveloped between 1994 and 2000, having previously been a mixture of dockside facilities, mills 

and housing, notably a pair of tower blocks that the council felt were no longer fit for purpose. The 

Village’s buildings incorporate lots of structures with meant to resemble features of ships, such as 

portholes and masts – a nod to Silvertown’s maritime history. The Village represents regeneration 

on an ambitious scale, but is only the first stage of even grander plan to regenerate the south side of 

the Royal Victoria Dock – I’ll show you the next phase soon. 

SLIDE 

Cross Wesley Avenue and continue walking north, taking a passageway that leads through the large, 

semi-circular building you see ahead of you. You’ll emerge into a plaza facing towards a raised 

footbridge across the Royal Victoria Dock. 



SLIDE 

If you wish, you can ascend to the bridge for an even more beautiful view of the Dock – there’s a lift 

as well as stairs. 

Nowadays this dock basin often feels rather tranquil. There’s still a lot of business around the dock, 

but this tends to be based around sales and hospitality, often transacted at the Excel Centre, the 

huge commercial events venue that you’ll see at the northern end of the bridge. At the time of 

recording, the Excel Centre is home to a Nightingale Hospital set up to care for patients with 

Coronavirus. 

As a working dock, though, the atmosphere here was very different. During the late 19th and early 

20th centuries especially, the air would be full of noise like the yells of workers and the operation of 

machinery, as well as smoke from steamships and all the factories nearby. One obvious legacy of this 

history is the dockside cranes. The two farthest cranes in this picture may date from the 1920s; the 

others are comparatively modern, installed in 1962. These were electric and used to run on rails up 

and down the dockside. 

SLIDE 

The Victoria Dock is around 13 metres deep, and it’s incredible to think that, although steam engines 

were used to carry away some of the spoil as the basin was dug, much of the work was still carried 

out simply with shovels and wheelbarrows. Excavated soil was taken upstream to Battersea, where it 

consolidated the marshy ground that would become Battersea Park. So if you’re walking there, 

you’re actually treading on earth from Plaistow Marshes.  

The Royal Docks specialised in handling foodstuffs. After opening in 1855, the Victoria Dock had an 

immediate impact on the diversity of this area’s population; in particular, many so-called Lascars 

began to settle nearby. Lascars were sailors from south Asia, coming to London aboard British ships. 

Job opportunities for work handling cargoes in the docks themselves attracted other new arrivals, 

with the Irish being well-represented, but these jobs could be precarious, exhausting and badly paid. 

Some jobs did have better security and status, like the corn porters who unloaded grain from ships 

into the dockside silos or mills, or the stevedores who had the complex task of stacking cargoes on 

board the ships – these were seen as skilled occupations. Most of the dockers, though, who moved 

cargoes on quaysides and within warehouses, were casual labour throughout nearly all of the docks’ 

history.  

SLIDE 

These dockers are at the Royal Albert Dock, but the scene at the Royal Victoria would be similar. 

Dockers were casual labour because the number of ships using the port could vary enormously, and 

employers didn’t want to pay large numbers of men who might sometimes stand idle. If you wanted 

to work in the docks on a given day, you’d show up at the dock entrance for an event called the ‘call 

on’, where ‘gangers’ or supervisors would pick the men they wanted on their gang that day. There 

were usually fewer jobs available than there were dockers. Men might go for two months or more 

without getting a shift, and brutal fights broke out over the tickets that gangers would give to their 

chosen dockers as permits to work. Until the Great Dock Strike of 1889 (when dockers won more 

rights), even if you were chosen, you might be sent home after just an hour’s work, with only an 

hour’s pay. This meant that, especially prior to the growth of the welfare state in the 1940s, dockers 

were at constant risk of homelessness and starvation, hence their sheer desperation for work. The 

dockers didn’t achieve decasualisation and gain proper job security until 1967, by which time 



London’s docks were losing trade rapidly and beginning to close. The Royal Docks complex was the 

last set of docks in London to shut to commercial traffic, in 1981. This was a huge blow to 

Silvertown’s economy, creating a need for regeneration that is still being addressed today. 

SLIDE 

Now head east, along the dockside, until you come to a fence that blocks your path. 

SLIDE 

The enormous building in front of you is Spillers Millennium Mills, a major part of Silvertown’s 

industrial heritage and a subject of ongoing regeneration efforts. At the pier that extends over the 

dock waters, there are two ships. The nearer one is London Light Vessel 93, a lightship built at 

Dartmouth in 1938. It’s never had an engine, and used to be towed into place, to operate as a sort of 

mobile lighthouse.  

The other vessel, SS Robin, is the only complete Victorian steamship in existence, with its original 

steam engine and boiler. Launched in London in 1890, it was a coaster – a small cargo ship operating 

in coastal waters. There is an ongoing project to turn the ship into a heritage attraction open to the 

public. It’s possible to arrange visits on board if you have a group of 10 or more people, though this 

may not be possible during the Coronavirus crisis. 

SLIDE 

The pier itself was previously supported these marvellous structures – elevators that would take on 

grain from the holds of ships. The grain could then either be transferred directly into the dockside 

mills, or decanted into barges to be transported elsewhere. 

SLIDE 

The original Millennium Mills building was constructed for William Vernon & Sons in 1905. This 

company was based in Birkenhead, in the North West. The Mills are named after Millennium Flour, 

the company’s premium product, which was massively popular in northern mining towns. 

Millennium Mills created capacity to supply this flour to the south as well. Flour mills like this were 

major employers of women, even outside of wartime, and it was common in local families for 

menfolk to work in the docks while women worked in the mills. Management, however, remained 

entirely male, here and in other mills. 

The original Millennium Mills was destroyed in 1917, in the disaster known as the Silvertown 

Explosion, which we’ll learn about on the second section of this walk. The site was then bought by 

the company Spillers in 1920, and the mills were rebuilt in art deco style in 1933. Unfortunately, this 

impressive sight did not last long. 

SLIDE 

During the Second World War, London’s Docklands was perhaps the most heavily bombed part of 

the entire country. The docks’ role in importing food and raw materials was vital for Britain’s war 

effort, as were the factories and naval facilities in the area. This led to the Docklands being a major 

target for German air raids during the Blitz. Silvertown suffered terribly from bombing, and 

inevitably it was not only business premises that were hit, but housing too. Electoral rolls show the 

population of Silvertown plummeting during the war. That’s partly a result of evacuations, but also 

because so much housing was just flattened – which, of course, sadly involved many deaths. 

Millennium Mills was also severely damaged, and was rebuilt as the present structure, reopening in 



1953. The site has been essentially derelict since the dock closed in 1981. There are long-term plans 

to regenerate the area, going back to the 1990s, when other mills along this stretch of dockside were 

demolished; Millennium Mills, though, is locally listed by Newham Council, and must be 

incorporated any into redevelopment plans. 

SLIDE 

To see the site from a different angle, head south onto Rayleigh Road, away from the dockside, until 

you reach a roundabout with a tall chimney in the middle. 

SLIDE 

To the right you’ll see an entrance to this 62-acre site that is due to become the Silvertown Quays 

project, following on from Britannia Village. When Newham Council gave permission for this 

redevelopment, the amount of investment involved was estimated at £3.5 billion. Like Britannia 

Village, the project will combine residential, business and leisure premises; the developers report 

that 3,000 new homes will be created. Millennium Mills itself will house small businesses. Much 

work has already taken place inside in preparation, such a removing stray machinery, and 

contaminants like asbestos. Detailed proposals for the development are currently being drawn up, 

and there are online opportunities to have a say in the process. 

SLIDE 

The chimney on the roundabout was originally part of the Ranks Empire Mill – here’s an image of it 

from 1984, which again conveys how regeneration has already changed the area. Apparently, when 

the rest of the mill was demolished in the 1990s, the chimney was spared at the suggestion of Prince 

Charles. 

SLIDE 

We’re now coming to the end of this section of the walk. Continue south down Rayleigh Road and 

then Mill Street. The houses on Mill Street are of the type that used to predominate low-rise housing 

in this area before redevelopment projects like Britannia Village. When you get back to North 

Woolwich Road, carefully cross over and then turn right, heading east. You’ll go past the end of 

Royal Crest Avenue. If you’d like to continue directly to the second stage of the walk, this is a good 

point to transition; if you’d rather resume later, and need public transport – 

SLIDE 

Continue straight ahead and you’ll reach Pontoon Dock DLR. 

SLIDE 

Thank you for joining me on this section of our guided walk, ‘Making a Home in Silvertown’; thanks 

also to Newham Heritage Month and the Access & Engagement team at Birkbeck, University of 

London, for supporting the project. Please do join me again for the second part of the walk, when 

we’ll learn about the Silvertown Explosion, how London is protected from floods, and more on the 

regeneration of this unique area of the city. 

 

 

 



Part 2 

Hello everyone, and welcome to the second part of ‘Making a Home in Silvertown’, a guided walk in 

association with Newham Heritage Festival and the Access and Engagement team at Birkbeck, 

University of London. My name’s Matt, and I’m your tour guide for this sequence of three videos 

that lead you on a historic guided walk around Silvertown, one of East London’s most dynamic 

neighbourhoods. 

This part of the walk might take about half an hour, depending on how often you stop to enjoy the 

scenery. You should be able to follow it without problems if you haven’t done the first section, but 

please do check that one out if you can – it includes some of the broader background about 

Silvertown, as well as advice on getting about. 

SLIDE 

This is the route we’ll follow in this section, beginning at the top left and finishing at the top right. If 

you’re doing it as a separate unit, it’s set up so that you can begin and end at Pontoon Dock station 

on the Docklands Light Railway. Alternatively, if you’re doing all three sections in one long walk, you 

can pick up where you left off last time, and finish ready for the last leg of our journey. 

If you’ve just completed the 1st section, you’re at the junction where Royal Crest Avenue meets 

North Woolwich Road. Please just wait there a moment so that others can catch up with you. If 

you’re doing this leg as a separate walk, and you’re at Pontoon Dock DLR, what you need to do is 

this. 

SLIDE 

Just head west along North Woolwich Road, and you’ll soon find the junction with Royal Crest 

Avenue. 

SLIDE 

Now that everyone’s together, head south along Royal Crest Avenue, which then tacks around to the 

right. You’ll come to Corinthian Square, a grassy area where several roads meet. You’re now in the 

middle of Royal Wharf, a residential and retail development covering 15.2 hectares of riverside real 

estate. Construction is still ongoing on western parts of the site. When the project is complete, it is 

estimated that the development will house around 10,000 people.  

SLIDE 

Royal Wharf is a new name; the site was previous known as Minoco Wharf, and until its recent 

regeneration it had lain derelict since the 1990s, before which it was used by Shell for storing and 

refining oil. Between the late 19th and early 20th centuries, though, the neighbourhood was home to 

the factory that you see here - the works of the chemical manufacturer Brunner Mond. At our next 

stop we’ll learn about an event at the chemical works that made a terrible impact on Silvertown’s 

history. 

SLIDE 

At the south east corner of Corinthian Square, follow Royal Crest Avenue to the west, then turn left 

and walk south down Schooner Road. You’ll see a small park on your right. Where the road forms a 

T-junction, a path heads across the park. On the opposite side of the park, look for this. 

SLIDE 



This is the Silvertown War Memorial. It used to stand on North Woolwich Road, but as part of the 

Royal Wharf redevelopment, it’s been moved closer to the centre of the site. Three of its faces are 

inscribed. One inscription is to the memory of men from the Brunner Mond works who died in 

military service during the First World War. Another face has a similar message about the Second 

World War. The third is dedicated to those who died in the 1917 Silvertown Explosion. 

Before the First World War, Brunner Mond principally made soda crystals here, but the government 

commandeered the factory and its staff for purifying the explosive TNT for the war effort. This was 

despite Brunner Mond emphasising the danger of doing this in a built-up, partly residential area. On 

Friday 19th January 1917, after most of the workers had left for the evening, a fire accidentally 

started and spread towards the 50 tons of TNT that were kept on site. When the fire met the 

explosives, there was an enormous blast, so loud that it was heard on the Sussex coast. Buildings 

were levelled over a wide radius, including mills to the north by the Royal Victoria Dock, and motes 

of blazing flour danced into the air. At the gasworks across the Thames on the Greenwich Peninsula, 

the top of a gasholder was ripped open, sending a plume of fire high into the night sky. 

SLIDE 

To give a sense of the devastation, this is the local fire station on North Woolwich Road before the 

blast, evidently a robust structure. And this is the fire station afterwards. 

SLIDE 

The effect on local housing, where many families would be relaxing for the evening, was also 

devastating. 

SLIDE 

These photos are of a row of firemen’s houses near the fire station. They’re typical of houses in the 

area at the time – brick terraces with no gardens. 73 people were killed by the explosion, 69 of them 

more or less instantly; this included 18 men on site at the chemical works. It’s only thanks to the 

time of day, with most locals having left work for the evening, that the death toll wasn’t far higher. 

Hundreds more were injured and thousands made homeless. There was a major effort to care for 

survivors of the explosion. 

SLIDE 

This image shows injured children being cared at a temporary infirmary in Barking Road Wesleyan 

Methodist Church, which is in Newham but some way north of Silvertown. The church also fed some 

of the families displaced by the explosion. In the months that followed, the government organised a 

huge rebuilding project to replace lost housing; the rebuilding was rapid and was completed by the 

end of that summer. 

SLIDE 

Look at the names on the monument and see if you can find Andrea Angel. He was the head chemist 

at the works, a chemistry lecturer at Oxford who had volunteered to work at the factory to help the 

war effort. He played a brave role in fighting the fire and was killed by the blast. His courage was 

posthumously recognised with an Edward Medal (the equivalent of the modern George Cross). 

However, many details about the disaster’s causes were kept secret by the government; this allowed 

rumours to spread, some of them suggesting that the explosion resulted from sabotage. One of the 

– conspiracy theories, I suppose we might call them today – is that Andrea Angel was an enemy 

agent. This gossip seems largely to have been inspired by the fact that his first name just sounded a 



bit foreign. In fact, one of his grandfathers had been Italian, and Italy, of course, was on the same 

side as Britain in the First World War. Perhaps a reminder that making a new home, whether in 

Silvertown or elsewhere, has not always been easy. 

SLIDE 

Retrace your steps through the park, then turn right and head south. You’ll emerge onto a beautiful 

stretch of riverside. Turn left and follow the Thames downstream along Royal Wharf Walk. 

SLIDE 

This photo, taken from across the Thames, shows the riverside where you’re now walking. The 

lighter-coloured building towards the left is Millennium Mills by the Royal Victoria Dock, some way 

back from the river. The empty space by the river and in front of Millennium Mills is where the 

Brunner Mond plant used to stand; at this point there had been very little building on the site, even 

decades later. The large factory in the middle of the image belonged to a company called PR 

Chemicals; the location is rather different now, as you’ll see. 

SLIDE 

Continue east along the riverside path and you’ll find yourself in Thames Barrier Park. You’re now 

standing on the footprint of the PR Chemicals factory. Owing to all the toxic by-products resulting 

from operations here, the soil was severely polluted and had to go through a rigorous cleansing 

process that took years. 

SLIDE 

If you like, have a wander round the park and take a moment to appreciate its novel features. When 

it opened in 2000, this was the first new London park for 50 years. It is also the first London park to 

be designed with this stylised, postmodernist ethos. There’s no attempt to imitate nature here, but 

there’s a strong sense of inventiveness and fun. One striking feature is the sunken garden in the 

middle of the park. This gives shelter to the plants there, and helps them to survive bad weather, but 

with its hedges undulating in waves it also resembles a lock entrance to one of the docks. 

New housing is currently being built on the north side of the park; there seems to be some debate 

about this in the local area, with concerns that it may make it harder to access and enjoy the park. 

It’s a reminder of the necessity, in regeneration, to strike a balance between the needs of existing 

residents and those who might need to make a new home in an area. 

SLIDE 

By the riverside, the park includes a Pavilion of Remembrance commemorating local people who 

died during the Second World War. It’s a pleasant place to rest and think. 

SLIDE 

When you’re ready to proceed, head to the south east corner of the park, nearest to the Thames 

Flood Barrier which you will be able to see straddling the river. 

SLIDE 

For as long as it’s existed, London has faced the threat of flooding; a lot of the city, not just 

Silvertown, is built on what used to be marshland. A particular problem is storm surges, where a high 

tide coincides with storm winds pushing water from the North Sea up the Thames Estuary. 



SLIDE 

We have some photographs showing how flooding impacted the Tate & Lyle refinery downstream 

from here. These images show workers struggling to cope in 1948. 

SLIDE 

And this is from a flood in 1957. The waters are about level with the bottoms of the houses’ bay 

windows, suggesting that the ground floors of people’s homes are flooded. Imagine how you’d feel if 

that happened to your home every few years. Miraculously, it looks like the trains are still running, 

showing a resilience that some train companies today could learn from.  

The North Sea Flood of January 1953 was especially severe. In Silvertown, the Royal Docks 

overflowed and spilled into surrounding streets. The water then drained into the sewer system, 

causing the sewers themselves to overflow in nearby Canning Town. In this area there was only one 

tragic fatality, but dozens died in coastal locations elsewhere, notably Scotland, Suffolk and Essex. 

Over 30,000 people were made homeless. 

The following year, a government committee, tasked with reporting on the flood, suggested building 

a structure across the Thames that could be closed to block storm surges. The project had a long 

gestation, though. It wasn’t until 1966 that a decision was made to build a barrier across the Thames 

here, between Silvertown and Charlton. Even then, it took time for engineering solutions to be 

found and enabling laws to be passed before construction could start in 1974. 

SLIDE 

This is what was on the site where the northern end of the barrier was constructed: Prince Regent’s 

Wharf, the factory of Burt, Bolton and Heywood. This company acquired chemical by-products from 

Beckton Gasworks (on the other side of the Royal Docks) and used them to manufacture tar and 

disinfectants. 

SLIDE 

The first trial of the completed Barrier was performed in 1982. As part of the project, flood defences 

downstream were improved too, so the flooding we saw in those pictures of Tate & Lyle is much less 

likely today, even though that area isn’t directly protected by the Barrier. 

The closing of the Barrier is a majestic site, as curved steel floodgates rotate upwards from their 

resting positions on the river bed. Each of the four large, central gates is over 20 metres tall, and is 

made of 4cm-thick steel encasing a hollow space that fills with water when the gate is at rest 

beneath the surface, then empties out as the gate rises. 

Since its completion, the Thames Flood Barrier has been closed nearly 200 times (not including 

routine testing). The Barrier was initially projected to close 2 or 3 times a year; during the present 

millennium the figure has averaged at more than twice that. This is reflective of climate change, 

though the number does vary enormously year by year – so between September 2013 and April 

2014 the Barrier closed 50 times, while in the same period a year later it closed once. Current 

projections are that the Barrier’s working life will expire sometime in the 2060s. That seems a long 

way off, but considering that the structure took 28 years to make it from concept to completion, it 

might be best to start designing a replacement now. Proposals are in fact being developed for new, 

much longer barriers that would span the Thames Estuary and give greater protection to 

communities downstream from London. 



SLIDE 

This is the conclusion of this section of our walk. If you’d like to continue directly to the third and last 

stage, head north along the eastern side of the park and, in the north east corner, take the footpath 

north. You’ll emerge on Bramwell Way, which runs parallel to the DLR viaduct and North Woolwich 

Road. This is a good place for you to transition to the next video. 

SLIDE 

If you prefer to head off via public transport, you could follow the same route then turn left, 

following the viaduct back to Pontoon Dock station. Alternatively, you could spend some more time 

relaxing in the park, then make your way to the station via one of the other exits. 

SLIDE 

Thank you for joining me on this section of our guided walk, ‘Making a Home in Silvertown’; thanks 

also to Newham Heritage Month and the Access & Engagement team at Birkbeck, University of 

London, for supporting the project. Please join me again for the third and final part of the walk, 

when we’ll learn about the Royal Docks complex, the creation of London City Airport, and the lives 

and work of people in the eastern portion of Silvertown. 

 

 

Part 3 

Hello everyone, and welcome to the third and final part of ‘Making a Home in Silvertown’, a guided 

walk in association with Newham Heritage Festival and the Access and Engagement team at 

Birkbeck, University of London. My name’s Matt, and I’m your tour guide for this sequence of three 

videos that lead you on a historic guided walk around Silvertown, one of East London’s most rapidly 

changing neighbourhoods. 

This part of the walk might take about half an hour, depending on how often you stop to enjoy the 

scenery. You should be able to follow it without problems if you haven’t done the first two sections, 

but you may wish to check out the opening of the first video, as it includes broader background 

about Silvertown, as well as general advice on getting around. 

SLIDE 

This is the route we’ll be following in this section, beginning at the left near Pontoon Dock station, 

and finishing on the right, at London City Airport. 

If you’ve just completed the 2nd section of the walk, you should be on Bramwell Way, under the 

viaduct of the Docklands Light Railway, a little to the east of Pontoon Dock station. Please just wait 

there a moment so that others can catch up with you. If you’re doing this leg as a separate walk, and 

you’re at Pontoon Dock DLR, what you need to do is this. 

SLIDE 

Walk east from the station, following the DLR viaduct, until you arrive on Bramwell Way, a narrow 

street parallel to North Woolwich Road. Continue to where a footpath leads south into Barrier Park, 

which we explored in the previous video. 

SLIDE 



Now that we’re all in the same place, follow Bramwell Way further to the east, and where it ends, 

take the footpath north to the main road, North Woolwich Road. Cross over carefully then turn right, 

following North Woolwich Road further east. You’ll come to a roundabout where you should turn 

left. Before long, you’ll reach a second roundabout. 

SLIDE 

In the centre of this roundabout is a 12-metre-tall sculpture. It’s called ‘Athena’, named after the 

ancient Greek goddess of wisdom. The statue is by Nasser Azam, who was born in Pakistan, then 

moved to London with his family when he was seven years old. He grew up here in Newham. 

‘Athena’ was unveiled in 2012, a month before the London Olympics began. Nearby London City 

Airport was a major route for athletes and spectators from around the world to reach the games, 

and the sculpture is a nod to the Greek heritage behind the Olympics. ‘Athena’ is the tallest bronze 

sculpture in the UK, although the bronze is plated to give it a silvery appearance.  

SLIDE 

Now continue walking north onto the Connaught Bridge which crosses over the channel between 

the Royal Victoria and Royal Albert Docks. The bridge itself has an ingenious design enabling it to 

pivot around its centre, so that vessels can move unimpeded between the dock basins. Take a look 

to the west and you’ll be able to see along the whole length of the Royal Victoria. 

SLIDE 

Branching off of the dock basin to the south, on this side of Millennium Mills, you’ll see the entrance 

to Pontoon Dock, after which the nearby DLR station is named. Unfortunately it’s difficult to catch 

more than a glimpse of this; other views are blocked by the height of the remaining mill buildings, 

plus the hoardings around the site earmarked for the Silvertown Quays regeneration project. 

Originally known as the Victoria Graving Dock, the facility was used for repairing and overhauling 

ships. Using a hydraulic system, vessels in the graving dock would be raised out of the water on 

pontoons, then shunted into a narrow drydock to give workers full access to their outer hulls. 

Current plans for Silvertown Quays involve the Pontoon Dock being partially filled in to create more 

room for building; hopefully enough of it will survive to serve as a reminder of this history of 

ingenuity. The grain silo that you see in this picture is still standing but is out of site; it is the only 

surviving one of four such silos around the Pontoon Dock, and will also be allowed to remain in the 

new development. 

SLIDE 

It would be great to look over the opposite side of Connaught Bridge as well, but unfortunately 

there’s a partition of railings down the middle of the bridge, which might be dangerous to climb over 

when traffic is whizzing past. Please stay safe and head back down the bridge, crossing the road 

where the railings are no longer an obstacle, then head north again onto the bridge, where you can 

look east across the Royal Albert and King George V docks, as well as London City Airport. 

SLIDE 

The Royal Albert Dock, directly ahead of you as you face east from the bridge, was conceived as an 

extension to the Victoria Dock, and was opened in 1880 by the Duke and Duchess of Connaught, 

after whom the bridge you stand on is named. The dock included important innovations such as 

railways that led directly to the edge of the dock, as well as refrigerated warehousing. Dockers 



weren’t necessarily grateful for this – working in the cold of the refrigerated units was seen as an 

especially unenviable task. 

To your left, on the northern side of the Albert Dock, you’ll see elements of regeneration. Towards 

the far end of the dock is the Docklands campus of the University of East London, which opened in 

1999. The dock actually has a long history of academia – just north of Connaught Bridge was the 

original home of the London School of Tropical Medicine. It was affiliated with the Royal Albert Dock 

Hospital, the better to research cures for illnesses contracted by sailors overseas. The school has 

since been amalgamated into the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine in Bloomsbury.  

In the middle of the dock’s north side is Building 1000, which since 2004 has been home to many 

back-office functions of Newham Council.  There has been energetic discussion locally about 

whether the building’s cost – around £70 million – is made up for by enabling council staff to move 

out of buildings elsewhere in the borough, and by letting workers from different departments 

collaborate more easily. 

There are ongoing plans for further regeneration on around this dock basin, with a focus on 

attracting businesses from China and other countries in the Asia-Pacific region. This is in part a 

response to Canary Wharf, which houses a concentration of businesses from Canada and the USA. 

The idea is that, with East Asian nations becoming more active in global commerce, there will be a 

demand for an equivalent community here. This might well lead to more people involved in these 

East Asian companies choosing to make a home in this neighbourhood. 

SLIDE 

Between the Royal Albert and the King George V Dock to the south, lies the runway of London City 

Airport. This strip of land was previously occupied by dockside warehousing. The runway is unusually 

short for a commercial airport, despite having been extended in 1992. The airport was first proposed 

in 1981 by Reg Ward, Chief Executive of the London Docklands Development Corporation, the 

government body then tasked with regenerating East London. At the time, there were doubts about 

whether there was enough space here for a runway, so a publicity stunt was concocted. In 1982, a 

small, 40-seater aeroplane landed at Heron Quays near Canary Wharf. Heron Quays at that time was 

very like the land where City Airport’s runway was later built, a narrow strip of derelict quayside 

between two dock basins. The successful landing demonstrated that the proposed airport could 

work, at least on a technical level. Indeed, if you’re on a plane taking off or landing between these 

stretches of water, and you’re fortunate enough to get a window seat, the location gives you 

magnificent across the dock basins. 

SLIDE 

Beyond the runway is the King George V Dock. This was the last enclosed dock to be built in London. 

The opening of the dock by King George V himself in 1921 was an important symbol of British 

confidence after the First World War. The construction was organised by the Port of London 

Authority, the government body that had taken over management of London’s docks from the 

struggling dock companies in 1909. From the beginning, the dock was equipped with state-of-the-art 

facilities, including electric cranes and refrigerated storage. There were also five different railway 

lines making their way around the site, helping to transport goods from the dock’s warehousing. The 

refrigeration meant the dock could specialise in handling perishable goods like fruit, vegetables and 

frozen meat. 

SLIDE 



A great advantage of the dock was that it had its own lock entrance off of the Thames from the east, 

offering more convenience for ships than the longer journey upstream to the entrance of the Royal 

Victoria. This image shows repair work taking place around the entrance during the time when the 

dock was derelict. The lock was so large that, in 1939, it proved able to admit the biggest ship ever 

made in Britain at that point, the steam liner RMS Mauretania. The lock entrance of the George V is 

now the only access for boats into the Royal Docks complex. 

SLIDE 

Now walk south, back to the roundabout. At this point the plan for the walk is to head east along 

Connaught Road, to look from a distance at the Tate & Lyle refinery to the south east of here. If 

you’re keen to get closer to the refinery, though, I should let you know about an alternative route. 

SLIDE 

To use this route, you should go south again, back to the first roundabout you encountered, then 

strike out to the east, following North Woolwich Road, then Factory Road. This takes you right next 

to the refinery. The reason I’m not recommending this path is that there’s a high wall along the 

northern side of Factory Road, so once you’re on that street, the only way off is either to retrace 

your steps, or to follow the street all the way to its end, which is some way off, in North Woolwich 

near the Woolwich Ferry. However, depending on your interests and energy levels, you may wish to 

attempt it. 

SLIDE 

From the roundabout with the sculpture, go east, then turn right at another, smaller roundabout. 

Follow Connaught Road as it curves around to the south east, past the entrance of Hartmann Road. 

Over the wall on the southern side of Connaught Road, you’ll see a Victorian church tower. This 

belongs to St Mark’s Church, which is the home of Brick Lane Music Hall, a theatre troupe who work 

hard to conserve and expand the music hall entertainment traditions of working-class East London. 

Another building that used to be near St Mark’s, but no longer exists, was the public baths. In the 

early twentieth century, at a time when most locals didn’t have bathing facilities at home, this was 

the only place in the whole of Silvertown where you could go to get a proper wash. Following 

Connaught Road, eventually you’ll come to a junction where Parker Street branches off to the left, 

just before the legendary snack bar The Girl of Sandwich. 

SLIDE 

Albert Road continues eastward from Connaught Road. The buildings in this part of Silvertown are 

largely unimpacted by the regeneration efforts seen elsewhere, and the area retains a lot of the 

character seen here in 1975, when the Royal Docks were still operating. In the distance you can see 

the massive chimneys of the Tate & Lyle sugar refinery at Thames Wharf. To the right of these was 

the site of the India Rubber, Gutta Percha and Telegraph Works Company, whose founder, SW Silver, 

gave Silvertown its name. 

SLIDE 

Seen here from a different angle, the sugar refinery was founded in 1878 by Henry Tate, a merchant 

from Lancashire. It originally specialised in sugar cubes – Tate was the first businessman to 

manufacture these in the UK. Tate is remembered nowadays as a generous philanthropist, most 

famously through funding and leaving his art collection to the National Gallery of British Art, which 

was renamed the Tate in his honour. The refinery specialised in processing cane sugar, primarily 



imported from the Caribbean. You may remember from the first part of the walk that, in 1921, 

Tate’s company merged with the one founded by his rival, Abram Lyle, to form Tate & Lyle. Both 

these firms post-dated the abolition of slavery in the British Empire; however, during the founders’ 

lifetimes, many Caribbean sugar plantations, especially in Trinidad and Guyana, were farmed by 

indentured labourers, often from India or China. These workers would contractually renounce some 

of their rights and freedoms, binding themselves to a plantation for several years in return for 

passage to the Caribbean – it wasn’t slavery as defined at the time, but neither was it a working 

arrangement we’d want to emulate nowadays.  

SLIDE 

Here is some of the company’s branded packaging inside the refinery. The company had a strong 

reputation locally for good treatment of its workers, who included a large number of women, 

especially around the middle of the 20th century. This workplace offered better wages than other 

factories in the area, and provided leisure opportunities such as sports clubs. The refinery has also 

made contributions to other efforts over the years; for example, during World War 2, when not 

much cane sugar could be imported to the UK, pigs were farmed on the site to help the country 

overcome food shortages. 

SLIDE 

Now walk north along Parker Street until you reach the junction with Drew Road. 

SLIDE 

To your right, you’ll see the rear of Drew Primary School. Its predecessor, Drew School, seen in this 

photograph, used to occupy an imposing building further to the north east of here, but this was 

demolished in 2003 to make way for the extension of the Docklands Light Railway past London City 

Airport. It’s just one example of how people in this area have been obliged to adjust to the airport’s 

presence. 

SLIDE 

Go west along Drew Road then follow it to the right. Where this street meets Camel Road, turn left, 

then pause where Camel Road meets Hartmann Road. Look east down Hartmann Road, which is the 

approach road to London City Airport. 

SLIDE 

This is how the view from your current location would have looked while the airport was under 

construction in 1987. On the right of the picture you can see the housing on Drew Road and Camel 

Road that you’ve just walked past. This should emphasise just how physically close the airport is to 

the local community. Managing the airport’s impact on Silvertown has been an ongoing concern. 

Indeed, after the airport was first proposed, there was a very active campaign against it in the area. 

Concerns then and now include traffic and the noise of planes. To this has been added wider 

discussions about the role of flight in aggravating climate change. To limit local impact, take-offs and 

landings are restricted to between 6.30am and 10.30pm on weekdays, with stricter limits on 

weekends and bank holidays, but this may not be much comfort to locals who work nights. 

SLIDE 

This photo was taken only 9 months after the last one, from a little further east along the road. 

When compared to the previous photo’s largely empty space, this shows the sheer speed at which 



the airport was constructed. The foundation stone was laid on 2 May 1986, and the first flight landed 

here just over a year later, on 31 May 1987; commercial flights started on 26 October that year. At 

the right of the picture you can see Drew School, which as mentioned has since been demolished. 

One imagines it must have been exciting but also disruptive for the students to have such a major 

construction project next door to their classes. 

London City Airport is currently expanding its facilities; this includes making the terminal building 

much larger, lengthening the passenger pier from which flights are boarded, and creating a taxiway 

for aeroplanes parallel to the runway. These changes will all increase the number of flights that the 

airport can handle. Owing in part to the need to work around the needs of a functioning airport, the 

expansion will not be fully complete until around 2030, taking several times longer than it did to 

build the airport in the first place. There were legal challenges to the expansion on the basis of noise 

and environmental damage, but these did not succeed. Against such risks must be weighed the 

advantages of having this resource on one’s doorstep – as well as international flights being within 

walking distance for locals, the airport is the largest private sector employer in the Borough of 

Newham, and nearly two thirds of its staff live here in East London. Also, the airport’s presence, as a 

direct transport link to the wider world, is in a sense continuing Silvertown’s tradition of welcoming 

travellers and goods from around the world, helping to keep the neighbourhood cosmopolitan and 

exciting. 

And this, I think, is something we’ve seen throughout this series of three videos – the tensions, and 

sometimes the balance that can be struck, between the different needs of everyone who has a stake 

in this area – big businesses like the dock companies, factories and airport, wider national concerns 

acted on by government, people overseas connected to the area by trade networks, and lastly but 

perhaps most importantly, everyone who has chosen to make their home here in Silvertown. 

SLIDE  

This seems a good note on which to wrap up our walk. If you need to get to public transport, follow 

Hartmann Road to the east, and you’ll reach City Airport DLR station. If the UK’s current situation 

with Coronavirus permits it, you could also head past the station and enter the terminal building, 

where refreshments are available. 

SLIDE 

I hope you’ve enjoyed this walk around Silvertown, a unique, exciting and rapidly changing part of 

East London. I hope you’ve enjoyed the experience, and that you have a safe journey home. Please 

do check out all the other online activities that are part of Newham Heritage Festival, and if these 

videos have stimulated your interest in learning and research, please check out the wide range of 

courses available at Birkbeck, University of London’s campuses in Stratford and Bloomsbury. 

 


