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For the Tolladays




Note on Safety


Anyone wishing to search the tidal Thames foreshore must hold a current foreshore permit from the Port of London Authority. They also provide details of potential hazards and dangers, recommended safety precautions, reporting requirements and restricted areas. When mudlarking or beachcombing anywhere, always be aware of tide times and exit points to avoid being cut off.
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I paused from poking through seaweed, straightening up to disentangle the wiry tendrils of a mermaid’s purse. It was the egg case of a nursehound shark, thrown up during overnight gales, and as it was empty I dropped it in a deep coat pocket. Out in the bay the sea was still wild and uneasy, and for a while I watched gulls sweep along the troughs ahead of waves, before lifting off into sunlit spray. Otherwise the beach was deserted and I returned to my methodical search among the heaps of weed, picking through dulse, oarweed and sugar kelp. On shore they had lost their lazy, waterborne elegance and the glistening reds and ambers had the look of magnificent costumes tossed aside. 


Having grown up by the sea on the Isle of Sheppey, at the mouth of the Thames, I’d been searching beaches since childhood. I started out collecting old bottles, and sifting the shingle below our house for fossils and sharks’ teeth. Then, as now, I also searched the strandline left at high tide, keeping a razor shell, perhaps, or the dark, horned egg case of a ray – clues to unfamiliar and hidden worlds offshore. All these years later, beachcombing still feels like hunting for treasure, although now I’m just as likely to keep the man-made flotsam, for its often telling reflection of ourselves.


At home, the finds I keep tend to accumulate first in various halfway houses, drying out on ledges and windowsills. As I write now, those lined up at the edge of the nearby bookshelf include a sponge and several barnacles, a plastic leaf and the lid from a Smarties tube, a whelk and something I suspect is the melted end of a roll-on deodorant. In the darker recesses of the shelf above, other finds can sit forgotten for years, gradually making their way further back into the crowded disorder of fossils, shells and dusty jars. 


Back in my twenties I lived in London and worked as a photographer, but I moved to Cornwall when our son was a year old. Here, unable to work in the ways I had before, I began photographing the sea and selling prints through galleries – initially preferring stormy, elemental days, in part as an antidote to spending so much time with babies. It was then that my childhood beachcombing resumed in earnest. As many of my Cornish finds were a mystery, I began researching them and was soon finding any excuse to take the children to the beach, gripping hands at the edges of cliffs to take one-handed photographs, and rubbing bloodless white fingers back to life as they emerged from the sea. We searched together and brought finds home to look them up online and in books, their sharp eyes finding things I would otherwise have missed. We stayed in the van or with friends at the coast – and once at a youth hostel, remembered as the one where my son hid the dead triggerfish under the car bonnet so as not to have it in our room (writing FISH in the bonnet’s dust to remind us not to drive off with it still there in the morning). By then the children were taking finds into school for show-and-tell, and their friends would save me bags of washed-up bones.


Now my daughter is eleven. She is still a keen beachcomber and in the right mood can be doggedly persistent and competitive (when very small she would refuse to keep fossils if she suspected they’d been ‘planted’). She is also shrewd, watching my reaction closely to see what a find might be worth as a swap. So she keeps her collections separate to mine and has some great finds hidden beneath her bed. Yet this year is her last at primary school, so that may be about to change. At fourteen, her brother comes with us less often. His rock collection was passed on several years ago and he has little attachment to the things he finds, either leaving them behind or handing them straight to us. Several times recently, I’ve caught myself wondering if something will soon have slipped away. At home is a cabinet of finds from those early years and I’ve felt it becoming increasingly precious. Behind the glass is an old print setter’s tray from the local car-boot sale, filled with flat-bottomed test tubes. Inside each is something we found on one of those childhood beach trips: a few cowries, a teddy’s eye, an inch of sand, the jawbones of a sea urchin, a small plastic boat. Some of the tubes also have a slip of paper curled inside the glass. On most I wrote a date and the name of the beach, and on the reverse something that happened that day. Yet in the years since, I’ve never opened them to see what I wrote. The tubes are sealed with a cork and through the glass I can read little or nothing of the biro scrawl. Instead, I imagine opening them when the children are grown. Perhaps they’ll describe things I’ve remembered anyway. Or might they be things that would otherwise be lost?


These days my local beach is in South Cornwall. It’s a good half-mile walk down a wooded valley and, as always, much of the attraction lies in having no idea what I will find when I get there. In the quieter summer months this might be no more than a few crab moults or translucent scraps of weed. Yet at other times gales and heavy seas can bring huge changes overnight, and I’ve sometimes arrived to find tonnes of sand dragged offshore or banked against cliffs. Often, as today, there are heaps of stranded weed, along with the usual assortment of broken and wave-worn flotsam – I’d already passed a split bucket and a boot, several plastic bottles and the remains of a fishing crate. I’ve been visiting this beach regularly for well over a decade now and frequently check the forecasts, yet any expectations I have can still be spectacularly wrong.


Just occasionally I’ve emerged from the passage in the rock to find something extraordinary. Once it was hundreds of Portuguese men o’ war, littering the grey sand like gently deflating balloons, in impossibly exotic electric blues and pinks. Another time it was glittering whitebait, and on several occasions the intricate skeletons of by-the-wind sailors – a distant relative of jellyfish – their stiff sails scattered along the strandline and blown up against cliffs. Mostly, though, it’s been similar to today, with heaps of weed and plastic fairly typical for this beach after gales. Yet there could just as easily have been nothing at all, as more than once I’ve returned the next day to a beach that was littered with debris to find the night’s high tide has swept everything away, taking back all its clues, its treasures and its indictments.


I stopped for a wet bundle of rags and fishing line. I’d learned from a friend to check these for the remains of pink sea fans and today, as usual, found several in the tangle. They are a type of horny coral that in life are beautifully sculptural colonies of animals, although their skeletal remains look more like polished twigs. Extremely slow-growing and vulnerable to trawling and dredging, they have been on the Red List of threatened species for decades. Once broken off, their dense woody skeletons sink to the seafloor. Drawn along by the currents, any sunken rags and detritus can then snag on their branches, gathering in bundles that sweep along the seabed. I’ve seen all sorts caught up in these, from zips and strings of beads to fishing lures, sunglasses and pants elastic. I teased this one apart to see what else it might contain, but as it was just cloth and fishing line I dropped it in the rubbish bag I’d brought along – which as usual seemed a token gesture, as there was so much else I’d leave behind.


Amongst the weed I spotted the remains of yet another plastic bottle. This was just the flayed neck, worn in a particular way that is common on this stretch of coast. I’ve lived nearby for almost a decade and a half now and it took a while to get to know the new beach: to adjust to its seasonal and tidal rhythms, to new species, to the way it wore its plastic bottles. Usually, the parts I find are those that last longest: the thicker necks and bases. Without a lid to trap air, the clear polyethylene doesn’t float, so as usual this one had been scoured by the waves and sand, perhaps thrown ashore and washed back out repeatedly. I picked it up. I already had a number of similar necks and bases at home, worn into clear geometric shapes that remind me of plankton – perhaps appropriately, given that the plastic is made from oil, which in turn was made from plankton over millions of years. While I had no need for yet another flayed bottleneck, I slipped it in my pocket with the mermaid’s purse.


A month earlier, in that same cove I’d found what I thought at first was the body of a gull. It had washed up on a bed of wrack and was strikingly pale against the dark of the weed, with the creamy feathers of its underside uppermost. I only realized it was a fulmar once I was close enough to see the beak. Exquisitely curved at the tip, it was as pale as the bird itself, with the distinctive feature of its curious ‘tubenose’. 


In Britain the fulmar is the closest we have to the legendary albatross. Both species belong to the same family – the tubenoses or ‘order of the storm birds’ – with its members ranging from the least storm petrel to the magnificent wandering albatross. Like the other storm birds, fulmars spend almost their entire lives at sea; as well as enhancing their sense of smell, their tubenoses – raised tube-like structures on the top of the beak – are used to excrete excess salt from drinking seawater. The word fulmar is from the Old Norse and means ‘foul gull’, a reference to the birds’ habit of spitting a foul-smelling oil as a form of defence. Due to the vast distances fulmars travel at sea, they are unable to bring back whole fish to feed their young, so the oil also preserves energy-rich nutrients in the folds of their stomach, which can then be regurgitated when they reach their nest. Unlike most seabirds, this leaves them with only a very limited ability to regurgitate indigestible parts of their prey, such as bones or squid beaks – and likewise any debris eaten by mistake. As fulmars feed only at sea, for decades scientists have been recording their stomach contents as an indicator of trends in ocean plastic pollution. 


Afterwards, I watched several short films showing dissections of fulmars found washed up on North Sea beaches. At white laboratory benches the birds’ small stomachs were placed in glass dishes, bulging at odd angles until the taut membranes were pierced with needle-nosed scissors. One was packed with hard-edged plastic fragments, another entirely blocked with pieces of plastic sheeting that were carefully unravelled to record their full size. From the stomach of one bird, the researcher extracted a bag of silica gel – the kind packaged with new electronics – and read the words still legible on the side: ‘Gel. Do not eat. Throw away’. A number of white-coated scientists had gathered to watch the dissection and there was a ripple of ironic comment and hollow laughter. 


In carrying back these snapshots of the debris drifting at sea, fulmars are described as a ‘sentinel species’. Research shows that 95 per cent of fulmars from the North Sea now have plastic in their stomachs, and it is estimated that by 2050 this will be true of 99 per cent of all seabirds. By then – only a century after this revolutionary material began entering our homes – it is also predicted that by weight there will be more plastic than fish in the sea. Watching dissections of tiny, distended fulmar stomachs, it is hard not to wonder how we could possibly have got to this point.


At home, my favourite finds are behind glass in the kitchen cupboard. Where at first these were mainly natural, over the years more man-made finds have been creeping in. So alongside the sea urchins, the anglerfish jawbone and razorbill skull are now two Lego dragons and a rusty steel toecap, half a sea-worn cassette tape, a naked-looking table-football man and a white plastic gull. Another favourite is the wizened kelp with its holdfast still attached to a golf ball. 


As well as beach finds, the lower shelf now holds river finds too, collected on mudlarking trips to the Thames. For the past few years I’ve been visiting the foreshore at low tide whenever possible – which, as I live in Cornwall, isn’t as often as I’d like. Mudlarking is possible on the Thames because it’s tidal right up through central London, each low tide revealing part of the riverbed for several hours at a time. While mudlarking has many similarities to beachcombing, it is also very different – not least because the anaerobic Thames mud is such a wonderful preserver. So the finds in the kitchen cupboard now include the rims of two Roman cooking pots, some medieval pottery, various clay pipes, a musket ball and a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century bone comb. The comb had fared particularly well in the mud and, as was common at the time, has a fine-toothed side to tease out nits. Beside it leans its modern equivalent: a wave-worn plastic comb missing most of its teeth.


Prompted by this growing collection of discarded shore finds, now spanning many centuries, I’ve kept returning to a branch of my family that included dustmen and a scavenger. Their surname was Tolladay – my mum’s maiden name – although beyond my grandad’s generation I’d known almost nothing about them. But I was keen to find out more, so recently I’d traced them back over several more generations and found that in 1841 they lived at Water Street beside the Thames in central London. I already knew that over subsequent generations they’d moved downriver to the estuary and, eventually, the sea. So for someone keen to spend as much time as possible searching beaches and the foreshore, this suggested an irresistible route, with potential sites ranging from creek shores littered with London’s barged-out Victorian rubbish to beaches close to my childhood home, where 1980s fly-tipping erodes from the foot of the cliffs. 




PART I


The Thames




1


Wapping to the South Bank
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Although I’d traced the Tolladays back in the records, I wasn’t sure how much more I’d be able to find out. For while everyone in the family spoke warmly of my dustman grandad, no one seemed keen to talk about his dad. Until I’d begun following that backwards trail through the censuses – poring over yellowed ledger pages beneath the gloss of a computer screen – my family had no idea where the Tolladays came from. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that although I’d heard plenty of family stories over the years, almost all of them came from my nan’s side. 


All I’d seen of that earlier generation was a single black-and-white photograph, taken a century ago at a wedding in Southwark. I’d been shown it only once as a teenager and remember little more than that they were an odd mix of very short and very tall. Yet even that picture no longer exists, because some years later, as my nan’s memory began to fail in her eighties, she started to cut people out of photographs. These were often members of my grandad’s family and, when I asked later about the photograph of the wedding, I was told she’d cut that one to pieces.


Some months after finding the fulmar, I set out for the first walk to Water Street. Along the way, before catching up with the Tolladays, I wanted to consider some of London’s pre-Victorian history. I’d chosen to start at Wapping, partly for a family connection, but mostly because it was once at the heart of London’s maritime trade. From there my intention was to walk the few miles to Water Street upriver along the Thames, crossing over to the south bank for the middle stretch and walking on the foreshore wherever I could. From the day’s chance finds – lost, dumped or discarded – and those I’d picked up along this stretch before, I hoped to piece together an impression of the city as it grew up around the river. At Wapping, in particular, I wanted to look at the changes that came through the Early Modern period, from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century, as global trade and colonization linked England to distant parts of the world, before that great turning point of the Industrial Revolution.


Now, having crossed London on the Tube wearing wellies (which always gets a few glances), I walked into Wapping through cavernous streets overshadowed by luxury warehouse conversions. When I reached the alley leading through to Wapping Old Stairs it was sunk in shadow, slicing between buildings to a strip of sunlit shore. It was on this narrow stretch of higher ground that Wapping’s early settlers made their homes, hemmed in by the river on one side and low-lying marsh on the other. From medieval times they were protected from floods by river walls made of earth, with records showing them destroyed in 1323 by ‘vehement tempests from the sea’. Yet they were subsequently rebuilt and in time the settlement became Wapping-in-the-Wose (the Middle English wose – later ooze – meaning mud or mire).


While the Romans had chosen twin gravel hills for the site of Londinium, the land to the south and east of the city remained part of the floodplain. There, a much wider, shallower Thames formed the main channel of a braided system of tributaries and streams, which wound their way through marshes and swamp. Core sediment samples taken from beneath London’s streets show there were also a number of shifting river islands or eyots, which live on in the odd borough name. Bermondsey, for example, was once ‘Beormund’s Eyot’ – thought to have belonged to a Saxon Earl Beormund – and similarly Hackney may also have been ‘Haca’s Eyot’. So while the city of London grew steadily as a centre of medieval trade and commerce, the poorer ground to the south and east was much slower to develop.


As elsewhere, London’s rivers were its earliest dustbins, so amongst the historic fragments littering the foreshore it’s not uncommon to find traces of the medieval city. So far my own medieval finds had mainly been pottery, made from a coarser clay than the smooth Roman pot rims and flecked with ‘inclusions’: fine pieces of shell, flint or quartz added to the clay to prevent pots cracking or exploding in early kilns. Several fragments also had a mottled green glaze – the first coloured glaze used in Britain – which from the eleventh century was produced in potteries along the Thames waterfront. My favourite was the handle of a late medieval ‘Surrey whiteware’ jug, its thick clay scored with distinctive slash and stab marks, which again prevented breakage under the stress of early firing.


At the time, London’s overcrowded homes meant much of life was lived out on the streets, which were noisy, raucous and often dangerous. They were also filthy, as the city found it increasingly difficult to cope with the waste generated by its growing population. A great deal of refuse and household waste was simply thrown or emptied out into the streets, often into a central gutter or ‘kennel’ that drained water away from the houses. From the twelfth century, London’s streets were in such a state that people began wearing pattens – wooden or metal over-shoes that raised the wearer above the fetid mire. 


With the city’s streets becoming close to impassable, the job of clearing the muck and rubbish fell to ‘rakers’ and later ‘scavagers’: the very beginnings of London’s organized refuse collection. The waste they gathered would be carted away and either dumped in the river or transferred to what were known as ‘gong boats’. Gong is from the Old English gang, meaning ‘to go’, and described both a toilet and its contents – which constituted a major part of medieval waste. Known as ‘houses of easement’, a number of London’s early public toilets were situated at the edge of the Thames, so the contents would be sluiced twice a day by the tide (one fifteenth-century ‘house’ is recorded as having two rows of sixty-four seats, with one row for women and the other for men). Others – often little more than a plank with a hole – were sited on bridges over the Thames and its tributaries.


As well as a source of water and power, London’s rivers were also where much of its industrial waste was dumped. Gradually, as the old riverside fishing trades were pushed out, they were replaced by more polluting industries. In central London some of the earliest were the potteries and cloth dyers, with their spent dyebaths emptied straight into the Thames. At the time, bleaching involved vats of sour milk and cow dung, and binding agents such as the ammonia in stale urine. One particular shade of medieval green required, among other things, the dung of a dog and a dove. Other colours included Puke (a dirty brown) and Sad (a dark shade of any colour), with the range extended later to include Rat’s Colour, Horseflesh and Gooseturd, along with the pale greyish-tan Dead Spaniard. 


As London grew, much of its polluting industry continued to be sited along its riverbanks, from tile kilns and breweries to slaughterhouses, mills and tanneries. These waterways included tributaries of the Thames known today as ‘lost’ rivers, as most now run underground through sewers. Being smaller than the Thames, they were more quickly overwhelmed by pollution. Most notorious of all was the Fleet, which in the thirteenth century was deep enough to allow a trade route from the Thames up to Holborn. At the time two monasteries stood on its banks, with their White Friars and Black Friars – named for the colour of their hooded robes – already petitioning the king in 1290 about the river’s ‘putrid exhalations’. These ‘overcame even the frankincense’, they wrote, ‘and had caused the death of manie Brethren’.


One grim source of the Fleet’s pollution was Smithfield, Britain’s oldest meat market, sited on the river’s east bank and producing a steady stream of waste carcasses, blood and offal. By the fourteenth century, following repeated outbreaks of bubonic plague, Smithfield’s butchers were instructed to dump their waste in the Fleet to keep it off the streets. (Another of the butchers’ routes, the famous Pudding Lane, takes its name from the piles of entrails – ‘puddings’ – that slipped from their carts on the way to the Thames.) In time the Fleet’s lower reaches were little more than a vast open sewer known as Fleet Ditch. The valley became synonymous with poverty and squalor, and tracts of its cheap, undesirable land were bought up to build prisons; by the sixteenth century these included Newgate, Bridewell and the Fleet debtors’ prison. Clogged with refuse and waste, and with industry diverting its water to mills, the Fleet became increasingly impassable for ships, so periodically it needed to be dredged. On at least one occasion, the silt dug from its riverbed contained refuse dating back to Roman and Saxon times – arrowheads, daggers, crucifixes, a statuette of Bacchus – showing that the Fleet, like the Thames itself, had been London’s dustbin from the very beginning.


At Wapping Old Stairs, the gloom of the alley opened out at stone steps leading down to the shore. Like other watermen’s stairs on the Thames, they are close to a pub, the Town of Ramsgate (until 1766 it was called the Red Cow, allegedly after the colour of the barmaid’s hair). I made my way carefully down granite steps green with weed, each stone both foot-worn and river-worn. 


Halfway down a man in waders stood pouring coffee from a flask. We nodded hello and from the gear strung about his body – a spade and metal detector, laden rucksack and metal sieve – I presumed he was a mudlark (although some are detectorists, most use no more than a trowel and would describe their technique as ‘eyes only’). Feeling a little underprepared with my carrier bag, bottle of hand sanitizer and emergency butter knife in lieu of a trowel, I made my way out towards the water’s edge. I trod over wet pebbles and river-bottom rubble, old roof tiles, broken pottery and shingle to the fine Thames mud.


There was no one else on the shore and no passing boats. The river was like silk, undisturbed by wake as the ebb tide withdrew from the city and slipped back out to sea. That morning in particular, it was hard to imagine the clamour that would have surrounded these stairs in the past. As well as the loading and unloading of goods, vast numbers of watermen plied their trade, clustering around the steps with shouts of ‘oars!’ and ‘sculls!’ From the sixteenth century, the number of watermen’s stairs had increased steadily as more and more of the Thames was walled in. Many considered the river safer than the city’s narrow, crowded and often dangerous streets, and the stairs functioned as taxi ranks: designated safe places, where the watermen could pick up and set down their passengers. 


It wasn’t far off low tide. I stooped along the water’s edge, crouching when I reached a patch that was crowded with nails. Still wet from the tide, in the early sunlight they were rust oranges, reds and blue-greys. There are similar patches all along the foreshore – the tide sorting its trash and its treasure by density – and over weeks or months they might barely move. Then one day, perhaps on a spring tide with strong winds or heavy rain, everything can change. When the river draws back the metal is gone, laid out and rearranged elsewhere, like the last sweep of a magician’s hand.


I pored over the metal, not scraping or digging but just looking: a slow, methodical sweep to and fro as I waited for something to stand out. Often what caught my eye was some kind of regularity: an edge, perhaps, or a pattern, a curve or circle, a colour like the grey of lead. That day, though, it was mostly nails. Some would be relics from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when ships were built this close to the city, before they grew in size and shipbuilding moved downstream. The oldest nails were square-shanked and tapered, some beautifully preserved by the mud. I chose a couple, then another. I had more than enough at home but can’t always help myself, swayed by colour, by the way one has bent, by the precise edge of a beaten shank. Hand-forged by a blacksmith, each would have been laboriously hammered into shape on an anvil and then reheated to attach the head. This was a time-consuming process, changing little from Roman times to the Industrial Revolution, and meant that nails were valuable enough to be salvaged and reused.


I straightened up from rinsing mud off what turned out to be no more than a modern washer. The river was barely moving. With no visible flow either up or downstream, I guessed it was close to slack water. The well-equipped mudlark was nowhere to be seen. A few feet away, I caught sight of a crescent of pale clay sitting just proud of the mud: the edge of a pipe bowl. I pushed my fingers in, twisted fractionally to see if there was give. There wasn’t, which was good. It meant there was more beneath the surface. Held close by the mud, the pipe was entombed where centuries ago it had come to rest, perhaps thrown from a wharf or ship. I wiggled it, but the river was unwilling to give it up. I twisted further and could see that the bowl was unbroken. But how much of the delicate stem? I eased it slowly, carefully from the mud. Of all the various pleasures of mudlarking, this was perhaps the most satisfying. At last the pipe slipped free of the undermud, not whole but with a decent length of stem. 


I was pleased to have found it where I did, as the family connection to Wapping was that Tom Tolladay – my scavenger great-grandfather – married into a family of clay pipe makers originally from Bluegate Fields. Long gone now, this pretty-sounding place turned out to be a notorious slum behind Tobacco Dock, built on the drained marsh around Wapping-in-the-Wose. By the late nineteenth century Bluegate Fields had become synonymous with crime and debauchery, and featured in Oscar Wilde’s 1890 novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, its brothels and opium dens the scene of Dorian’s corruption and moral decay.


I rinsed the pipe and wrapped it, keen not to immediately break something that had lain safely in the mud for centuries. Although pipes are common finds along much of the foreshore, particularly fragments of stem, it still felt good to find one. The satisfaction was partly aesthetic – the clay has a fine, chalky surface – but also because a pipe is such a tangible link with the past. From the shape of the bowl, this one was eighteenth century and it was likely that no one had touched it in 300 years, since someone took a last puff and threw it in the river (perhaps because the stem had clogged with tar). This was quite possibly a dockworker or sailor, and it was also common for them to intentionally break the long stems, either to remove blocked ends or to allow smokers to work with both hands free. One study of skeletal remains from a cemetery in nearby Whitechapel found that many of the skulls had notches worn in the front teeth, where they’d habitually held a clay pipe. A few had an almost perfectly circular hole.


By the eighteenth century, when my pipe was discarded, this stretch of river was the busiest in the world. London was now the gateway to an empire and, as a rapidly expanding merchant hub, saw goods pouring in from across the world – from India, the Caribbean, Africa, China – both for the British market and transfer overseas. As well as thousands of watermen, every kind of craft imaginable was on the water, from fishing smacks, dung boats and coal barges to Arctic whalers and merchant sailing ships. In and out of it all rowed the bumboatmen, local traders approaching moored ships to offer their motley collection of wares, which included everything from provisions, tackle and clothes to ‘the services of ladies’. There was also the purl-man, ringing his bell to sell a mulled ale – made, like absinthe, from wormwood – that was popular with sailors and labourers for centuries. 


Increasingly, the city’s wharves were unable to keep pace with the rapid growth in overseas trade, and ships were left with no option but to moor midstream. So ‘lighters’ – the smaller barges that lightened their loads – ferried goods from ships to the quayside. Steering required oars up to twenty feet long and the lighterman’s job was skilled and difficult, particularly on this chaotic stretch of the Thames. The weight of traffic meant frequent delays, jams and collisions, with the river so busy at times that it was said a person could cross from one bank to the other by stepping on decks.


Following the shore west towards the backdrop of Tower Bridge and the City, I passed PRIVATE signs and crumbling, disused stairs leading through to bricked-up alleyways. There were occasional traces of old docks and wharves on the foreshore: a few blackened timbers from jetties that once served riverside warehouses, and the odd strikingly white pebble eroded from the packed chalk of old barge beds or ‘hards’, which at low tide prevented the beached ships from sinking in the mud. 


Not long after coming down onto the shore, I’d picked up a small piece of coral, something that’s relatively common at Wapping. Pale and intricately patterned – and impossibly exotic on the muddy foreshore – this was a reef-building coral native to the warm, clear waters of the Caribbean. Like much of the coral that washes up along the Thames, it was likely to have been dumped as part of the ballast from merchant sailing ships. As their tall masts and great sails made the ships top-heavy, large quantities of ballast were needed to prevent capsize in heavy seas. In the absence of a sufficiently weighty cargo, sand and stones would be collected at the port of origin – men shovelling gravel from the Thames were known as ‘ballast-getters’ and those filling holds as ‘ballast-heavers’. 


By the second half of the eighteenth century, the increase in London’s seaborne trade was phenomenal. As a result, its wharves became so overstretched that ships were kept waiting for weeks with their goods on board, leaving them vulnerable to thieves. London Bridge was as far as tall-masted ships could go and this stretch of river below it – known as the Pool of London – became notorious. Inadequate warehousing resulted in goods being left piled on quaysides and as lightermen were responsible for their cargo, they frequently slept on board to protect it. 
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