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The Pool of London and Shad Thames

This walk is reproduced from ‘London’s Waterside Walks’ with permission of the author Brian Cookson

START:
London Bridge Station exit to Tooley Street. (This station has several exits, so if you are not familiar with it, ask station staff for directions).

END:


St Katherine's Dock. Nearest Underground is Tower Hill.

HIGHLIGHTS:
Hay's Galleria, City Hall, Tower Bridge, Butler's Wharf. 

FOOD & DRINK:
Hay's Galleria (snacks, cafés, Horniman at Hay's pub, Butler's Wharf area (full range of restaurants from Conran's flagship "Pont de la Tour" to cheap cafés),




St Katherine's Dock (Dickens Inn, snack bars).

This walk takes you along the South Bank, which until 40 years ago was built up with wharves for handling all sorts of cargo. It was a hive of activity and not at all attractive for tourists or walkers. Today some wharves have been pulled down for modern developments, but many remain and have been converted into leisure use or luxury apartments. Fortunately the conversions have been sensitively done and allow us to appreciate the industrial architecture and even some of the atmosphere of the old Port of London. The views are stunning.

1. St Olaf House

Cross Tooley Street via the pedestrian crossing outside London Bridge Station. Walk straight on, bearing left past London Bridge Hospital and towards the river, where you will find a white building called St Olaf House. On the south-west corner you will see an inlaid depiction of St Olaf.  

St Olaf was born in  AD 995 and was originally a pirate raider. He became King of Norway, converted to Christianity and fought with the Saxon King Ethelred against the Viking invaders. He is said to have tied ropes from his ships to the wooden posts of London Bridge and pulled it down to drown the Danish army as it crossed. This is the legend behind the famous song 'London Bridge is falling down.' Later he was martyred when Norway rejected his Christianity, as a result of which he was made a Saint.

Until 1920 St Olave's Church was on this site. Lily Langtry, actress and mistress of Edward VII, spent her childhood here as her father was the curate. In 1930 the decline in church attendance resulted in the Hay's Wharf Company, who owned the wharves here, being granted approval to pull it down to build this prestige modern office block in Art Deco style. The architects were Goodhart-Rendel. Note the doorway with black granite and glazed pottery surround. Above it are the coats of arms of three nineteenth century Hay's Wharf families, in bright enamels on copper.

Walk on the left of St Olaf House to the river, then turn right along the Thames Path in the direction of Tower Bridge for about 100 metres. Stop by the pier in front of the Cottons Centre.

2. London Bridge City Pier

From here is a fine view of the City. You can identify some of the buildings across the river from the panoramic display near the pier. On the left, just this side of London Bridge, is Adelaide House, another Art Deco building from the 1930s. To the right of the modern blue glass HSBC office block is Billingsgate, an attractive yellow brick low rise building. The architect was Horace Jones who also designed Tower Bridge. This used to house London's fish market, but the market moved to Docklands in 1990. Today the building is mainly used for corporate functions. Next comes Custom House, another nineteenth century building. This is at least the sixth Custom House on this site since the Customs Office was founded in the fourteenth century. The first Customs Officer was Geoffrey Chaucer. He is more famous for his Canterbury Tales, which started in the Tabard Inn not far from here to the south of London Bridge.

The warship moored nearby is HMS Belfast. It was launched in 1938 and is the last surviving big gun Second World War battleship. It led the 1944 Normandy bombardment for the 'D' Day landings. It last fought in the Korean War, and was  decommissioned in 1965. It can now be visited as a museum, however its guns are still in working order, and fired a salute at the 1995 VE day 50th anniversary celebrations. In 2002 it sailed under Tower Bridge to Southampton for refurbishment.

Continue along the river path to Hay's Galleria, which is a tall open space, covered by a glass canopy  lined with shops and cafés.

3. Hay's Galleria

See the display at the entrance which shows the original dock built in 1856 by William Cubitt to enable tea clippers to unload tea from China. The dock also pioneered cold storage facilities and became known as 'London's Larder', as most imported perishable food was unloaded here. The whole stretch from London Bridge to Tower Bridge was owned by the Hay's Wharf company. The original structure survived the 1980 redevelopment, but the dock was filled in and the glass canopy installed. It is fun trying to identify the seafaring themes on the large sculpture, The Navigator, in the centre of the Galleria. If you are lucky, waterworks will start up and set the Roman-style oars in motion.

Return to the river path out of the Galleria and proceed towards Tower Bridge until you come to the leaning glass building which looks a bit like a snail.
4. City Hall

This is City Hall, designed by Norman Foster for the Greater London Authority, London's strategic governing body. The building is cooled by water from underground, and has many other environmental features which mean that it uses only 25 per cent of the power of similar sized buildings. There are several buildings by Norman Foster in London, including the Swiss Re Tower, the tall glass structure shaped like a gherkin (as indeed most Londoners call it) which you can see towering above most of the City skyscrapers across the river. 

Enter City Hall by the front doors. You will be searched for security reasons, before you go up to the second floor. Here you see the debating chamber and have splendid views of the river and the eleventh century Tower of London on the other side. Unfortunately the bureaucrats have already outgrown this building and some are having to work in less dramatic office spaces.

After leaving City Hall, carry on along the river path until you come to the first building on your left after passing under Tower Bridge.

5. Horsleydown Stairs 

By the entrance steps you will see a plaque describing the history of the building, which used to house the Anchor Brewery. You can walk up these steps for a magnificent view across the river. If the tide is out you can go down on to the pebbles of the river bed. Tower Bridge looms above you and provides a thrilling experience. Be very careful as the tide comes in fast. The name 'Horseleydown Stairs' comes from the seventeenth century when horses used to bring hops and deliver beer here. When the horses needed a rest the drivers said 'Horse lie down'. Today the brewery and wharves have been converted into luxury apartments with stunning views. Look into the estate agent windows to see if you can afford to buy one.

Now walk along the cobbled road until you come to a narrow passage on the left called Maggie Blake's Cause, which takes you back to the river path. Continue along this path, noting the old anchors, propellers and other shipping tackle laid out like pieces of sculpture, until you come to a rectangular white building, set back 30 metres from the riverside.

6. Design Museum

This is the Design Museum. It was designed by Terence Conran of the Butler's Wharf Company, which redeveloped the area in the 1980s.  Conran also set up the exclusive Pont de la Tour restaurant you will have just passed. The Design Museum has displays on twentieth century mass production design, from cutlery and chairs to electronic goods and cars. The Chief Executive as of 2003 is Charles Dyson, inventor of the bag-less vacuum cleaner. Note the sculpture by Eduardo Paolozzi in front of the museum, which is well worth detailed examination. The same sculptor did the mosaics at Tottenham Court Road Underground Station.

Now walk as far as the bridge over the long water inlet between Butler's Wharf and New Concordia Wharf.

7. St Saviour's Dock

Note the pink façade of China Wharf just beyond New Concordia Wharf. John Cleese was dangled upside down from here in a classic scene from the film 'A Fish called Wanda.'

This inlet used to be the mouth of the River Neckinger, which rose by the Imperial War Museum  and then flowed under the Elephant & Castle, New Kent Road, Abbey Street (the site of Bermondsey Abbey until the sixteenth century), to St Saviour's Dock which was owned by the monks of Bermondsey Abbey. The name of the river comes from the 'Devil's neckinger' or noose, which was  used to hang pirates caught here until the eighteenth century. The river was covered over in the nineteenth century except for its mouth. Across the bridge is the area known as Jacob's Island. Dickens describes it in Oliver Twist as 'the filthiest, strangest, most extraordinary of the many localities that are hidden in London', and the chief villain from that novel, Bill Sykes, meets his end here.

Return to the Design Museum. Just past it, turn left inland, then immediately right into Shad Thames cobbled road. Continue onwards and soon on the right you see a plaque with a photograph of hundreds of dockers. 

8. Shad Thames dock labourers

The dockers in the photograph are shown waiting in the hope of being called for a day's work. This system of casual labour was the cause of much industrial unrest. This cobbled road is reminiscent of the former Port of London, with the high level walkways giving access from the riverside wharves to the distribution depots inland. Today it is lined with restaurants and bars.

Walk to the end of the cobbled road and turn left into Tower Bridge Piazza.

 9. Tower Bridge Piazza

Examine the fountain, designed by Antony Donaldson in 1991, and notice the many objects left beside it which on closer inspection are pieces of sculpture. The watch is particularly realistic.

Now walk back under Tower Bridge and ascend the stairs on the west side of the bridge. Walk to the centre of the bridge where you will find a display identifying the buildings upstream, many of which you have already seen.
10. Tower Bridge

The bridge was opened in 1894 by the Prince of Wales. The architect was Horace Jones. He had to build a drawbridge to allow the many tall cargo ships access to the wharves in the Pool of London between here and London Bridge. On one occasion in the 1950s a bus driver was crossing the bridge when the drawbridge started to raise. He made a quick decision to accelerate and managed to jump the opening gap just in time. 

The two 1,000 ton bascules can be raised in 90 seconds. They were operated by hydraulic power until the 1970s, but today use electric power. Even now they are raised quite often and it is a fantastic sight if you are lucky enough to be there when a ship passes through. 

Carry on over the bridge until you come to the entrance to the Tower Bridge Experience, for which there is an  admission charge.

11. Tower Bridge Experience Museum

Inside you can see the beautiful hydraulic machinery which used to operate the drawbridge. You can also go up to the top walkway, which provides unique views upstream and downstream. The walkway was constructed because the drawbridge was in frequent use at the time and it provided an alternative passage for pedestrians. However most people preferred to wait for the drawbridge to be lowered rather than climb to the top, so the walkway was closed in 1910. Just past the museum is the north-west tower of the bridge, on which is a plaque commemorating the 1994 centenary of its opening.  

Walk on past the tower and then go down the stairs on your left. You emerge on the other side of the bridge in front of the forbidding concrete block of the Tower Thistle hotel, which was the first part of the former St Katherine's Dock to be redeveloped in the 1970s. At the bottom of the stairs note the 'Dead man's hole' sign in front of the small pebbled beach under the bridge. This claims to be where bodies dumped in the river used to be found. You have a good view of City Hall across the river. Carry on along the river bank until you come to the Sundial sculpture.

12. Sundial 

The Sundial sculpture by Wendy Taylor, and the Girl with a Dolphin by David Wynne that you have just passed, were erected in 1973. They both seem appropriate for this area, which was so connected with seafaring in the past. There are also fine views of Tower Bridge, and across the river to the Anchor Brewery and Butler's Wharf developments you have just left. St Katherine's Dock is just ahead.

The walk ends here. There are several eating establishments in St Katherine's Dock. For the nearest station, walk back to Tower Bridge, ascend the stairs and walk along Tower Bridge Approach Road to Tower Hill Underground Station (District and Circle Line). Alternatively cross over Tower Bridge if you want to go back to London Bridge Station - this is less than a 20 minute walk. 
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