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Daniel Defoe's connection with our district is so well known that it seems strange to
find need to re-examine any of the published “facts”. His biographers and local historians too,

: i have really said very little about the “Tilbury™ period —
some 9 years of Defoe's life during which he operated his
brick and pantile works — but the core of their statements
for over a century has rested on the writings of William
Lee, who in 1869 published a three-volume biography,
“Daniel Defoe : His Life and Recently Discovered Writings®’,
and William Palin, rector of Stifford, Lee's book produced
sotme entirely new local evidence, Having come as a day
tripper to Tilbury in 1860 with the intention of seeking
out material on Defoe's brickyard, Lee claimed to have
found “immediately on the west side of the Tilbury
station’” the remains of the original Defoe factory, complete
with “claypits, drying-floors, foundations of kilns and other
buildings®’. These had recently been unearthed during the
making of a vegetable-ground for L.T.S.R. employees, A
wide and deep drainage ditch had also been cut through the
area, leading into the Thames saltings "“to drain the Company’s estate”, and guantities of bricks
and tiles had been thrown into heaps for clearance of the garden area.

But William Lee's first volume also contained an engraving of cattle- pasture near Tilbury
fort, purporting to be the same place — “THE SITE OF DEFOE'S TILEYARD"™. It was this
which threw the whale testimony into doubt, because it had been drawn by an artist sitting,
not west of the old station area, but a half-mile to the north-east of it; near the outer fort
moat and well within West Tilbury parish {1). In a Chancery paper of July, 1703, Defoe had
personally identified the location of his “Brickwork™ as “‘near Chadwell™, suggesting strongly
that his business had operated within the parish of Chadwell though at some distance from its
village settlement (2}, But two other points seemed to devalue the engraving's claim. The
pasture depicted was part of a saltings — frequently overflown by tides reaching in from
Pincock's Creek, It was also, in Defoe's years, Crown land, an important part of the defences
of Tilbury"s newly enlarged fort, so it can have been neither a suitable mineral ground nor
available for purchase. Whatever land Defoe exploited, it appears from the “London Gazette™
notice of January 10th, 1703, that he was the freehold possessor of it - "and now is owner of
the brick and pantile works, near Tilbury Fort, in Essex ... So was any of Lee’s locative
information trustworthy? The time seemed ripe to begin the quest for Defoe's factory and
house over again.
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Firstly, it may be useful to dispense with the bits of tradition and error about the man,
proffered by sundry biographers and local soothsayers, Much believed is the idea that Sleeper’s
farmhouse at Chadwell was Defoe’s home during his time here. Defoe himself tells us that he
built whatever dwelling it was which he occupied, so it was obviously not the 15th century
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Sleeper’s, Another unsubstantiated story, recorded by Ivan Sparkes, gives Chadwell churchyard
as the burial place of one of Defoe’s offspring (3). This remains unlikely, especially as the
author’s activity here seems to have excluded his family entirely, and no burial entry for the
child exists, More commanly gquoted is the notion of a seventeenth century Foe family
appearing in the Chadwell parish registers, which seems to have originated at the time Wiiliam
Palin was collecting materials for his “Stifford and its Neighbourhood® published in 1871.
Whether Palin examined the register, or relied upon some other investigator we do not know,
but he accepted the finding of a burial in 1619 of an Edmund Foe, and other entry of 5t.
Valentine's Day 1621 relating to the marriage of Edmund's daughter, “'Katherine Foe", Daniel
Defoe’s surname at birth, of course, had been Foe, and Palin leapt upon these local entries to
demonstrate that, 75 years before Daniel Foe's arrival in Chadwell, a Foe family had “held
property here”. There was no proof for the holding of any property, but the link was good
enough. In 1932 a letter in the "Gazette'" newspaper from the Hon. Secretary of the Chadwell
5t. Mary Tower Restoration Fund, gave the “Foe" details a fresh local circulation, though by
this time they had long appeared in Thomas Wright's biography "“The Life of Daniel Defoe",
published in London in 1894 and been widely accepted (4). Editions of Glynn Margan's
“Fargotten Thameside’* repeated it into the mid 1960s, while in “Essex Countryside”

F.Z. Claro enhanced the evidence to suggest that “'Defoe was decended from an old Essax
family, the Foes of Chadwell St. Mary, whose names appear in the parish registers from the
sixteenth century ..."" (5}, No one rechecked the registers. Had they done so, both entries
would have been proved valueless, for each refers to persons called ROE not Foe (6},
Shamefully late, we can now forget the century-old question of whether or not the great
journalist had previous kinsfolk in the district. He didn't.

It is tha Chadwell registers which give us our first important clue to the factary site,
however, for they show that on March 18th, 1713, a stranger was buried, who had “‘dyed in
the Brick Kilne Marsh™, It seemed that, 10 years after the failure of Defoe’s enterprise, the
memory of it had become fossilised as a field name. No estate maps of eastern Chadwell
were known to have survived from this period, but there was a chance that the field's name
might have lingered on long enough to connect with more modern surveys. Fortunately a
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plan of the estate of G.H. Errington, drawn almost a century later, in 1802, offered the
perfect connection (7). At that time, a farmstead lay on Chadwell marshes, called “Brick
House"”. Its whole estate contained 54 acres, some on the Chadwell uplands, one field even
over in G:FSEH parish, Of its four marsh fields, which ran in a line directly northward of the
prasent Riverside station, one was called the “Fourth lower marsh’ or “Brick Kiln marsh®,
All these had been sold to the L.T.S. Railway in 1853, The name of the farm was of interest,
too. Could this “Brick House' be the dwelling which Defoe had erected? Brick as a main
building fabric was still rare in country housing locally through the early 18th century, and
yvet Defoe, of all people, had the materials right to hand.

The location conflicted with most of William Lee’s description. Yet it made sense in
view of one of his main points of reference, When piotted onto a post-railway map, the
“Brickhouse’” farmstead was found to have stood just westward of the inland end of the
“Tilbury Triangle”. As is well remembered, it was within this triangle of tracks that the
Railway Cottages lay, built in the mid 19th century for L.T.5.R. staff. They were present in
1860 at the time of Lee's visit, Surely the workers’ vegetable grounds which he mentioned
must have been conveniently close to those cottages, rather than a quarter mile away alongside
the old station itself? No such “potato ground’” for the railwaymen could, in fact, have
existed “immediately on the west'" of the station, because there was only about 75 yards of
marsh in that direction before the sea wall was reached. And upon this eligible area, the
Company had set already the Stationmaster’s own superior home and its private garden,
Westward of that, beyond the sea wall, a large inlet of tidal saltings opened up, running
inland for some distance. It was into this natural saltern that the "deep trench’’, spoken of
by Lee, drained the railway’s lands. The ditch, some 8 feet deep and 15 feet wide, can still
be seen as an open sewer. From west of the present Tilbury Town station, it crosses in a
brick culvert under Ferry Road a little further south, then traces the western edge of the
highway, entering a sluice on the east side of Lower Road opposite No.2 Gate of the Docks.
The saltern to which it once led no longer exists, for this was reclaimed ¢. 1883 and the
Tilbury Hotel placed upon it, Because the old salting penetrated so far inland, Lee's “'deep
trench’’ could never have reached so far south as any point westward of the original station.
The whole of this topographical evidence proves that William Lee did not make his
important discovery quite where he believed, He seems never to have been to Tilbury for
explorative purposes before. He must have alighted from the train and walked out of the
station, northward across agricultural marshland until arriving west of the workmens’
cottages and-the railway loop. Here, just alongside the ground that was being cleared, the
“Brickhouse’’ farmstead was still standing as an isolated group, cut off from its old
manorway road to Chadwell by the new iron tracks. Lee never mentioned the farmyard ar
the house, yet what he must have seen was the home of Daniel Defoe.

THE COURT OF SEWERS EVIDENCE

How do we prove that Defoe’s residence stood near his brickfield ? During our
investigation, more than a dozen references, previously unknown to Defoe's biographers,
were found in the Order books of the Court of Sewers (B). Terse records, they nevertheless
add more than a little to the scant background knowledge of Defoe's “Tilbury’’ period. In
1698 *“Mr, Dan! ffoe" and one Thomas Castleton had been ordered by the court “'to cope
6 rods of ye sea wall next to Wickss marsh ..."”, showing that, whatever the extent of the
brickmaking estate — a point still unknown — it must have abutted onto one of Chadwell’s
earthen flood walls (9). This wall was not necessarily one of those fronting the Thames or
the saltings edge, for in October 1700, Foe was directed to do further works to his “seawall’

which lay “‘at ye corner of his house”, In this case the “seawall” meant an inland running
embankment, a manorway or causeway. The causeway wall at the corner of Defoe's home
can be clearly identified as that raised track which led, via the line of the madern St. Chad’s
Road, to the foot of Chadwell Hill, Again, on 256th May, 1703, “Mr. Defoe" (the court books
seem slow to take up Foe's change of surname — or dic he prefer a confusion of identity
while sporting with his mistress away from his London home?}, together with a

"Mr. Whitehouse™ (sic. Whitehurst}) were ordered to repair “'their wall at the house’’, giving
conclusive proof that both brickfield and residence were together on the marsh, The same
embankment seems in 1711 to have been called "“ye Brickkill wall”' (10},

The people concerned with Defoe in these sparse records are of interest in themselves,
for Thomas Castleton, who is named through 1687 and 1698, was Defoe’s clerk and
superintendent of the brickfields, while Paul Whitehurst took over the same position on
Castleton’s death (11). He is the only certain associate of Defoe whom we can find in the
local registers, “Mary the daughter of Paul Whitehurst” being born on June 4th, 1700, and
baptised at Chadwell in that year. It may well be that Defoe’s residence was throughout
inhabited by managerial families and that the author retained only a few best rooms for his
visits or for the accommodation of his oysterwoman companion. In an oft-quoted anecdote
of Defoe’s, he tells of great clouds of winged insects descending upon the Thames and
swarming down the chimneys of the marshland house, Out of his two fireplaces he had
shovelled up a hatful of insects. Yet this substantial dwelling, as we shall soon see, possessed
probably more than half a dozen fireplaces throughout. Nevertheless, Defoe visited, or was
more lengthily domiciled, often enough to keep a pleasure-boat here, and a “coach’ too,
though one guestions whether his vehicle was lodged on the premises. Since his only land
access was via an unmetalled manor-way from the hilltop village, 8 more likely solution would
have been to keep this prestigeous carriage at the Chadwell Ferry House, set on the good
military gravel roadway leading to Chelmsford or London via West Tilbury.

Defoe's home probably stood until the very
early 1880s, by which time it had become
known as “Marsh House”', Its farmyard would
soon be lost under the Thames Church Mission
shed, Ferry Road and Peninsular Road, while
later the eastward gardens of the Tilbury
Cottage Hospital covered part of the
domestic site. Today much of the land is open
again, though there seems to have been a
raising of soil over the area prior to the laying
of a tarmac surface, Such a humble building
group was not likely to have attracted the wandering photographer or artist. And yet, by
extraordinary chance it was sketched and its miniature portrait has been on public view,
unrecognised, at Tilbury fort for several years (12). A military surveyor's drawing, the whole i
picture depicts the waterfront of Tilbury fort; blockhouse, watergate, west bastion and
Ferry House, as well as marshland further west into Chadwel| parish, Chadwell church tower
lies behind on its skyline, So does the windmill and the spire of West Tilbury church. The
latter dates this drawing to after the Rev. William Philps's rebuilding of St. James's in ¢.1713,
and it cannot be later than ¢.1730. Since this is an engineer’s pen-work, the post-mill and
church towers provide dependable reference points for establishing the position of an isolated
farmhouse and barn which are sketched in on Chadwell marsh, There can be no doubt that
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this group is the “Brick House” homstead of our discussion — Defoe’s own property as it
looked during his very lifetime,

We can see that the 2 storey dwelling
faced southward to the Thames, over that
same stretch of Gravesend Reach in which
Defoe had later set Moll Flanders’ farewell
to England. There were 3 upper windows,
a pair below, and a central doorway. His
house had 3 brick stacks, and to eastward

N T e - Fan & low extension which might have been

a dairy or brewhouse. Somewhat to the

west, or south-west, was positioned
Defoe's big porched barn, perhaps a building older than the house, because it seems likely that
this was a long established occupation site — conceivably even of medieval origin. That is all
we know, But following the author's arrest in 1703, the homestall seems to have come back to
an agricultural use under a man called John Stamper, "Mr. Deputy Stamper™ as he is called
after the harvest of 1711, when he was using part of the premises as a “stackyard” {13). In
1730, the Court of Sewers books refer to the place as "the Red House'" offering a hint of
what kind of brick Defoe had used in its construction. It was seemingly similar to the red
brick which he had supplied to the Greenwich Hospital for Seamen in 1697,

John Stamper continued as landlord until 1735, and into the mid 1740s at least, a
Mrs. Elizabeth Knapp appears to have managed the old Defoe estate, perhaps as tenant of
one Theobald of West Tilbury {"Tibbalds Gent"" in 1738). The short-lived brick industry
for a while gave rise to the names of several landscape features on the marshes, though by the
mid 18th century they were of no more meaning, and so died out of parlance. In September,
1699, Robert Smith and William Harrid were ordered to deal with repairs to “'ye ditch leading
from Wickss marsh to Brickhouse bridge ..."”; in 1698 “Castletons Yoke' — a joining place of
two lengths of sea wall — was mentioned, possibly the same spot as “the brick yoke" of
April, 1706, This latter yoke was again referred to in 1711 as being on a sea wall leading to
the fort. As late as 1740 “the Brick Kilnes Marsh'* was still noted in the Order book,
presumably by then an impoverished cattle grazing area, perhaps with some ruined industrial
structures evident on its surface. After the mid eentury, Chapman and Andre’s survey
recorded the few scattered domestic clusters of Chadwell’s levels. They were able to name
two of the three; the Ferry House; an old dairy called “Milk House'* and they carefully plotted
in another, incognito, farmyard a little westward. Thus it is that local historians have
unwittingly handled fDr over 200 years a map on which Daniel Defoe s house and barnyard are
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Let the celebrity’s own words end our quest : “the learned writers on the subject of

... have so well discharg’d themselves, that we can never over-value their labours,

yet there are daily farther discoveries made, which give future ages, room, perhaps not to
mend, vet at least to add to what has been already done”. Hopefully this article has done a
bit of mending as well.

SOURCES:

1

(4]

10.

11.

1 12

At Grid Ref. TQ.68.6522.7558. Gordon Watson of Thurrock Riverside Museum pursued this
line of enquiry and | am slao indebted for his finding Errington’s Estate map of 1802,

Chancery Answer of Daniel Defoe to Bill of Complaint of Paul Whitehurst, 1703.
PRO.C7/91. Bundle 377,

Sparkes, |.G. “Defoe’s Factory at Tilbury”' in “Lost Landmarks of Thurrock”™ No.2.
Thurrock Branch N_A.L.G.O. Newsletter, June, 1958, reprinted in "Tilbury Town and
Docks*, 1964,

Gwynne, G.P. Letter in Grays and Tilbury Gazette, May 28th, 1932, p.3.
Essex Countryside, Vol .8, No .40, p.196. May, 1960.

Chadwell Parish Registers ERO.D/P 41. The exact entries differ in several ways from

all the printed transcripts and are as follows:

“"Edmond Roe married man was buried ye xxviiith day of march — 1619"" and “Robert
Smith, Sonne of George Smith of Williborne in Wiltshire, and of Joane his wife (both
deceased); and Katherine Roe, daughter of Edmonde Roe deceased, & of Lucie his wife,
were married ye xiiii day of ffebruary 1621",

Plan of Estate of G.H. Errington Esq. surveyed by W, Cole and F. King, 1802, ERO D/DE
1P72.

Court of Sewers Order Book ERD.D/SR.1,

William Wicks is identified as a tenant of Thomas Ravenscrofte of Longhouse Manaor,
Chadwell, at this period. A causeway led in 1688 from Wicks’s Marsh to "ye salting gate”.

Various of these North-South causeways are identified as *‘walls''; for example in the
survey of the estate of James Ravenscrofte, 1646, ERO.D/DRU, where “Longhouse
Wall”, “Chadwell Wall”’, “Barrowe Wall" etc. are given.

See note (2). Whitehurst had later brought proceedings against his master Defoe
regarding “small and strong drink” for the brickfield employees obtained of a supplier
called Chapman. A general account of the disagreement is given in *“The Athenasum"
MNo.3207 pp. 472-3, April 13th, 1889,

Photographic copy of original drawing currently on view.
Mo identification number available.

Court of Sewers Order Book, ERO.D/SR.1.




