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Preface

The history of Woolwich and its buildings is not as well known as it should be. This year, :
is a good moment to tackle that. It is the  th anniversary of Henry VIII’s inauguration of royal
shipbuilding at Woolwich, and it is timely in other ways: has seen Woolwich celebrate its sta-
tus as part of the newly Royal Borough of Greenwich, welcome the arrival (a kind of return) of the
King’s Troop, Royal Horse Artillery, host parts of the Olympic Games, and witness the start of works
towards a Crossrail station, and Europe’s largest development by Tesco.

Woolwich is changing fast, but it is a place where history demands respect. The presence of the
Royal Naval Dockyard led to the establishment of the ordnance depot that became the Royal Arsenal,
Britain’s greatest historic armaments factory. That depot was also the first home of both the Royal
Regiment of Artillery and the Royal Military Academy before they moved to imposing premises on
either side of Woolwich Common. Between these establishments, the town, for such it became, was
home to some early workers’ mutualist initiatives, including southern England’s greatest co-operative
movement, the Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society, and the Woolwich Equitable Building Society.
Woolwich was the first place in Britain to be represented by Labour at all levels of government, the
only London borough to oversee its own post-war comprehensive development programme, and
the site of nationally significant experiments in system-built housing and car-parking. All that, and
there are traces of an important Iron Age settlement, not to mention one of the handful of churches
designed by A. W. N. Pugin, the extraordinary structure that is the Rotunda in Repository Woods,
partly designed by John Nash, an unusually complete municipal precinct with one of the country’s
finest Edwardian town halls, a major shopping district, the Woolwich Free Ferry, and much worthy
ordinary fabric besides.

It is fifty-six years since the Survey of London devoted a parish volume to south London. This
book is the first step towards remedying this long neglect — Woolwich will be followed shortly by
Battersea. Both projects continue the series’ long-standing commitment to study areas of London
undergoing rapid change and to promote a fuller understanding of their past environment, so that
what is built in the present can be better conceived and have deeper value. That belief has underlain
the Survey of London since it was started by C. R. Ashbee in the S.

Topographical equity was a factor in the decision to tackle Woolwich but more important were the
urgings of colleagues in English Heritage and others outside the organization who feared the slight-
ing of this special district’s past, understudied and undervalued, in a headlong rush to regeneration
after decades in the economic doldrums. A changed financial climate has slowed development since

, but investment in Woolwich has continued and great changes have been made and are in the
offing. This in-depth and inclusive historical study, something only the Survey of London is set up
to provide, will help experts and the general public alike to understand the area’s past, appreciate its
landscape, and shape its future. Prepared during great transformations, with inevitable losses, it will
also endure as in some measure an elegy.

This is the fourth Survey of London parish volume to be produced under the aegis of English
Heritage, and the third to be sponsored by the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art, with
Yale University Press as publishers. It is also the first to have had its entire text openly dissemi-
nated in draft form prior to publication, using the English Heritage website to invite comment and



stimulate interest. This experiment, following on from the digitization of earlier parish volumes and
monographs through British History Online, furthers the Survey’s commitment to making its work

ever more widely accessible while maintaining high scholarly standards and devotion to traditional
publication in book form.
Woolwich
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