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Inspiral London | Woolwich to Gants Hill | Sunday 5th March 2017 
Barking Abbey, The Curfew Tower and St. Margaret’s Church 

 

 

Welcome to the Historic Heart of Barking! 

Barking has been an important site for over 1350 years. History surrounds you as 
you walk from the Ice House Quarter to our site. Look out for the older buildings 
among the newer developments – these date back to the days of Barking’s enormous 
fishing fleet, reportedly the largest in the country during the period. As the name 
suggests, where you are walking was home to the Ice Houses, large storage facilities 
for the ice used in preserving the freshness of the catch. Barking owes much to the 
influential Hewett family, owners of the Short Blue Fishing Fleet, a topic we will 
discuss – weather permitting – by their family tomb in the churchyard. 

As you walk along Abbey Road towards our site, try to imagine the scene in the late 
Fifteenth Century. The Abbey with its massive western towers would have 
dominated your view towards the town. The Abbey complex was so vast, you’d 
already technically be in it, near the mill on the River Roding. To the right you 
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would have been able to just make out the tower of the Thirteenth Century parish 
church of St. Margaret, a view that is actually a lot clearer today.  

The great Abbey was founded here in 666 by the Saxon priest St. Erkenwald, who 
later served as Bishop of London. Erkenwald was one of the two key figures – along 
with St. Cedd – in the conversion of the East Saxons in the Seventh Century. The 
Abbey was ransacked and burnt to the ground by the marauding Vikings in 871. 
Imagine, if you would, the fleet of longships sailing up the River Thames and into 
the navigable River Roding, probably taking the same path as you are today! After 
the Danes were driven out of the area in the early Tenth Century, the Abbey was 
rebuilt in distinctive Saxon style. After the Norman Conquest, William the 
Conqueror stalled for some time, consolidating his power on the South Coast before 
marching on London. Eventually, he was crowned king on Christmas Day 1066, but 
unrest drove the Norman court out of London. Barking Abbey served as William the 
Conqueror’s seat of government between 1066 and 1067, thus making Barking the 
first true Norman capital of England. The Abbey flourished under royal patronage 
until the break with Rome; like most religious communities, dissolution came in 
1539, with careful demolition work taking a further eighteen months. The ruins 
became home to a farm until they were finally excavated between 1911 and 1913.  

Before we head into the church, there will be an opportunity to visit the Curfew 
Tower. Originally this was one of the gates to the Abbey complex, along with a 
similar gatehouse near to the school (lost in the Nineteenth Century), wider 
gateways to the North and South, and presumably a water gate on the River Roding. 
Today it is the main gateway to the parish churchyard, part of the reason why it 
survived. The first floor chapel houses a very rare Twelfth Century rood screen – a 
traditional depiction of Christ during the crucifixion.  

St. Margaret’s Church survived the dissolution as it was technically not part of the 
sprawling Abbey complex. The building dates from 1215, and was constructed 
during the last months of King John’s reign. It has served as the church for the Parish 
of Barking ever since, but has gone through many redecorations and regenerations 
over its 802 year lifetime – or as the Victorians liked to called it, ‘beautification’. The 
parish church is Grade I listed for its architecture and historical significance. Buried 
within our walls and our churchyard is a Lord Mayor of London, diplomats, 
politicians, courtiers, soldiers, sailors, farmers, fishermen, a reputed privateer and 
perhaps most grisly… early victims of the Bubonic Plague. The most famous 
marriage to take place here at St. Margaret’s was that of Captain James Cook and 
Elizabeth Batts in 1762. Captain Cook lived nearby in Mile End. 
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A Rough Itinerary of your Visit 

 

We will start outside in the churchyard near the Hewett tomb to discuss a brief 
history of the Short Blue Fishing Fleet, leading on nicely from the lunch stop at the 
Boat House, in the historic heart of the Town Quay.  

From there we will explore the West end of the churchyard, later passing through 
gate in the boundary wall for our first glimpse of the Abbey ruins. From the West 
end it is easier to see the sheer size of the great Abbey church – 103m long, and just 
over 30m wide at the transept, the crossing of the ‘arms’ of the building. A brief look 
around the Abbey with an introduction to its history will follow. Much of what you 
will see on your visit is the result of a 1920s landscaping, however much of the 
boundary wall we will pass through is original. 

From the excavated crypt, we will then walk up the steps to the Saints’ Chapel 
where the entirety of the site can be surveyed. The tombs are still venerated by the 
Orthodox Christians, with whom we share a very positive relationship. 

Heading out through the East gate of the ruins will allow us to explore the other end 
of our churchyard, and our two most significant tombs. A visit to the Curfew Tower 
will follow, and depending on numbers may split the group in two for safety 
reasons. The chapel on the first floor is reached using a spiral staircase with 25 steps. 
They were renewed in 1952 so are stable, and a handrail is provided for your 
convenience. If you suffer from claustrophobia, the climb may be not be advisable.  

After the visit to the Curfew Tower, your time here will conclude with a detailed 
tour of the church itself, covering its history and development, and the more 
important details – funerary monuments, chancel painting, font etc. The visit will 
conclude in the Sanctuary with the monuments to the families that lived at 
Valentines Mansion, part of our parish until the 1830s. This will link nicely with the 
rest of your journey as you head towards Ilford and Gants Hill. 

Our Refectory will be open after the tour for you to stock up on provisions for the 
journey ahead, and guides will be available for purchase if you so wish. We look 
forward to welcoming you to our site, and we hope you enjoy your visit. We are 
currently working on our TripAdvisor ratings, so any comments or feedback is most 
welcome. Photography on site is not only welcome, but positively encouraged! 

Matt Benjamin | Heritage Engagement Officer 


