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Local history 
study of  
St George’s

Going back in time

KS2 RESOURCES

Transport
There would be a number of ways of travelling to the 
church: on foot, by bicycle, by horse and cart, by tram and 
if you could afford one, by car.

Horse-drawn trams were introduced in 1861, followed by 
electric trams which appeared on London’s streets in 1901

Clothes
Look closely and you will see that everyone is dressed in 
‘Sunday best’ - sailor suits for boys and white pinafores for 
girls. Ladies wore big hats and long dresses. Men wore a 
suit and hat (a flat cap or a boater hat).

Women
Some of these women 
might be soldiers’ wives. 
You might pass some 
Suffragettes on their way 
to a march in London, to 
demand Votes for Women. 

(In 1918, women over 30 were given the right to vote, and 
in 1928 this was extended to all women over the age of 
21). They might be ‘Munitionettes’, on their way to work at 
Woolwich Arsenal, making ammunition. 

Woolwich Common
There had been a lot of building work in and around 
Woolwich around the time that the church was being 
built. As well as new buildings, there were a lot of new 
memorials, to remember soldiers killed in the many wars 
being fought as Britain expanded its Empire. 

Across from the church, 
you can see Woolwich 
Barracks, where the 
Royal Artillery (the 
Gunners) were based. 
Church parades included 

cadets, policemen and soldiers. People would come from 
miles around to see the parade drills and hear the RA band.

You can see the Crimean War statue. This was a war fought 
1853-1856 in which Russia lost to an alliance of France, the 
British Empire, the Ottoman Empire, and Sardinia.

The South African (Boer War) Memorial, is still there today 
on the corner of Woolwich New Road and Grand Depot 
Road. It remembers soldiers who died in the Second Boer 
War (1899 -1902) between the UK and the South African 
Republic and the Orange Free State.

Crossing over Plumstead Common 
Road, you would have seen a very 
elegant row of terraced houses. 
One of these was home to General 
Gordon, who has a square named 
after him in Woolwich town centre. 

The Royal Military Academy by 
Woolwich Common, was a much 
older building, built 1796 - 1805 to 
educate the officers for the Royal 
Artillery and Royal Engineers.

Further on was The Royal 
Herbert Hospital (now flats), 
built 1859-65, to care for 
wounded soldiers.

Imagine you are someone in the photo above. It’s 
about 100 years ago, the year is 1910, it’s a Sunday just 
before the First World War. The church has already been 
there for 50 years. It was built in 1863, during Queen 
Victoria’s time to serve the soldiers at Woolwich army 
barracks. You are on your way to St George’s Garrison 
Church to see the parade. What might you see outside?
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Stained glass windows
The rose window at the front of the church would have 
reflected the light onto the altar. There are drawings of 
some of the windows at the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
Some represented Bible stories, others were of famous 
people, like Andreas Schalch. He was the first Master 
Founder (in charge of the manufacture of large guns) at 
Woolwich Arsenal. 

Brass plaques
Now moved to Larkhill in Wiltshire, these provide a lot 
of information about where the RA were fighting battles 
around the world during the time of the British Empire.

Victoria Cross Memorial 
This was added in the 1920s. It records the 
Royal Artillery soldiers who were awarded  
the VC for acts of bravery.

Religious services
Inside the church, there might be some noise as people 
made their way to their pews. There was seating for over 
1500 people. Charles Chamberlain, a WWI soldier from 
Gloucestershire, who trained at Woolwich wrote in a 
postcard home in 1916, ‘The RHA sit in the middle and  
the RFA in the Gallery.’ 

Sermon
The vicar would read his sermon from the pulpit. It would 
be a moral lesson, using a Bible story to encourage  
people in the congregation to behave according to  
Christian principles.

Hymns
Such as ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’ or ‘Jerusalem’ or  
‘Dear Lord and Father of Mankind’ would be sung, 
accompanied by the organist.

Brickwork 
By Victorian times, steam power was 
used in brick manufacturing. Bricks 
were stronger, more regular in shape 
and available in lots of colours. The 
Victorians loved to use different 
coloured bricks to make patterns.

Ironwork 
Metals like iron were used to build 
the shell of the building, which was 
admired at St George’s. You can still 
see some of the ‘corbels’ which show 
where the balcony was held up.

What can you see inside?

Interiors
We have a good idea of what the church looked like inside 
from old drawings and photographs. Wilton Church in 
Wiltshire (SW England) is a similar design. Victorians liked 
a lot of decoration, and the materials used were expensive 
and of the best quality.

Architecture
This Italianate architecture was favoured by Queen Victoria.  
She had Osbourne House, her home on the Isle of Wight, 
built in this style.

Mosaics
These were made in Venice, Italy, 
by a company run by Antonio 
Salviati and included peacock and 
phoenix panels and birds amongst 
grapevines and passionflowers. They 
have religious meanings, which the 
Victorians would have understood.

Local history study of St George’s
KS2 RESOURCES

A Victorian building fit for worship

During the Industrial Revolution, scientists and engineers 
in Britain made lots of new discoveries, and architects and 
builders tried out designs to show off their new skills. 
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Sunday parade
Once the service was over, the people would spill out of the 
church to go and watch the church parade. This was made 
up of cadets, policemen and soldiers from the barracks, 
marching and doing drill exercises.

If it was a special occasion, canons might be fired. 

Royal Artillery Band
The Royal Artillery Band 
is nearly 500 years old 
and has an important 
music library and 
collection of musical 
instruments. During the 

1880s, audiences were huge in Woolwich to see the famous 
conductor and composer, Ladislao Zavertal, who lived 
on Eglinton Hill in a house called Bonnie Blink, meaning 
Beautiful View. Many celebrities of the time attended, 
including the composers Antonín Dvoȱák and and Sir 
Edward Elgar. There were over 150 members of the band 
during Queen Victoria’s reign, and the band played at her 
funeral procession. 

It paraded on General Gordon Square in Woolwich for the 
last time in 2014, before relocating to Wiltshire.

Leaving for War
Sometimes the parade ground 
would be packed with troops 
who were going off to war. There 
would be a mixture of cheering 
and crying, as women said 
farewell to their husbands, and 
children said goodbye to their 

fathers, wondering if they would ever see them again. 

Military displays, horse racing, 
sporting demonstrations
You might hear people 
practising their shooting at the 
nearby rifle range. There would 
be horse-racing over Woolwich 

Local history study of St George’s
KS2 RESOURCES

Victorian church parade
Common and soldiers would practise their battlefield 
manoeuvres. 

Exploding guns and riflefire would be heard. In 1883 there 
was a big explosion at Woolwich Arsenal.

Diseases & Smells
Hygiene was not the same in Victorian times as it is today. 
In the mid-19th century, London was suffering from cholera 
epidemics, due to contaminated water. The hot summer 
of 1858 created the ‘Great Stink of London’, and the 
government decided to tackle the problem, by creating a 
network of sewers, led by the engineer Joseph Bazalgette, 
completed in 1866. Smells continued to be carried upriver 
to Woolwich, and in 1871 Dr. Ballard, the Medical Officer 
of Health for Islington investigated complaints from the 
Woolwich Barracks Commandant and Dr. Gordon, the 
Principal Medical Officer of the Garrison. One of the bad 
smells came from Lawes Manure Works at Barking Creek 
and the other from Bevington and Brown in Erith Marshes, 
which the officer described as similar to dead bodies  
being cremated! 

Victorian medical discoveries in tackling disease, plus 
clean water supplies and proper waste disposal improved 
public health, and cut infant mortality. Children survived 
into adulthood, enabling thousands of young men to be 
sent overseas to fight wars and man the colonies.

Where people were in close contact, such as the huts on 
the common, diseases, such as the Diptheria epidemic of 
1875, could be spread easily. 

Food
Street vendors in Victorian times would sell a number of 
‘different’ foods including Rice milk, Ginger beer, roast 
chestnuts and sheeps’ trotters. Poor children might have a 
diet of dripping, bread, tea and vegetables.
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Local history study of St George’s
KS2 RESOURCES

First World War 1914-1918

Royal Visits
Just before the war, King George V and Queen Mary visited 
Woolwich in 1913, taking in the new Town Hall (built 1906) 
and inspecting the troops at the Royal Military Academy. 
Accompanying them was the Duke of Connaught, Queen 
Victoria’s grandson, after whom nearby Connaught Mews  
is named.

King George visited St George’s Garrison Church after the 
war in 1917. The base of the column on the left hand side as 
you look towards the altar, records this visit. He was there 
for a memorial ceremony, where banners were put up to 
remember soldiers who fought in World War I.

Old Contemptibles
The name ‘Old Contemptibles’ was taken from a something 
the Kaiser, the German military commander during WWI, 
said. He ordered that “you exterminate the treacherous 
English and march over General French’s contemptible little 
army.” (the British Expeditionary Force of soldiers sent to 
fight at the beginning of the war). They adopted the name 
in retaliation, and any soldiers who served in France and 
Flanders from 5th Aug – 22nd Nov 1914 were entitled to call 
themselves ‘Old Contemptibles’. 

The Old Contemptibles Association was set up in 1925. It 
had 178 branches in the UK & 14 overseas and produced its 
own magazine. Its members were known as “chums”.

There was a memorial plaque 
to the Old Contemptibles at 
St. George’s on the floor just 
in front of the steps up to the 
altar. It was later moved to the 
church at the Royal Military 
Academy.

VC’s awarded during WWI
Many Gunners were awarded VC’s for their service during 
WWI. None of these were born locally to Woolwich. They 
came from other parts of England, from Scotland, Ireland 
and Wales to do their Royal Artillery training.

Thomas Harold Broadbent 
Maufe VC was 19 years old, from 
West Yorkshire, and a second 
lieutenant in the 124th Siege 
Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery 
during the First World War. On 
4 June 1917 at Feuchy, France, 
Second Lieutenant Maufe, on his 
own initiative and under intense 
artillery fire repaired, unaided, 
the telephone wire between 
the forward and rear positions, 

thereby enabling his battery to open fire on the enemy. He 
also saved what could have been a disastrous occurrence 
by extinguishing a fire in an advanced ammunition dump 
caused by a heavy explosion, regardless of the risk he ran 
from the effects of gas shells in the dump.

A man with local connections to Plumstead, Private G.W. 
Clare (not a Gunner, but one of the 5th Lancers) won the 
Victoria Cross at Bourlon Wood in November 1917. He was 
acting as a stretcher bearer and engaged in some of the 
heaviest and bitterest fighting of the First World War. He 
was awarded the Victoria Cross “for the most conspicuous 
bravery and devotion to duty”. Whilst under intense enemy 
bombardment Pte Clare dressed and led wounded men 
to safety. Realising that the enemy was using gas which 
the wind was blowing towards the trenches, he went to 
personally warn fellow soldiers of the danger. He was 
killed by a shell and was awarded the V.C. posthumously. 
His family lived at 254, Wickham Lane, Plumstead. He is 
remembered on the Louverval Memorial in Northern France. 
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Local history study of St George’s
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The 20th Century

As well as the Sunday church parades, the church was 
used by many service personnel to get married, and for the 
christening of babies.

Which other events do you think might have been 
celebrated there?

Dorothy and James Steven, 
married at St. George’s, July 1943

The VI bomb was the beginning of weapons becoming 
impersonal. It was a long range missile that could be fired 
from the French coast. The person who fired it did not 
directly see the devastation that was caused. Do you think 
weapons like this make it easier for people to fight wars?

It is thought that the Germans avoided targeting the long 
barracks building, as this would be the new Headquarters 
for them when they invaded.

How do you think the bombing of the church affected 
the morale of local people?

World War II 
‘In 1944 I was serving in the Royal Artillery Band and 
stationed at the barracks. I was at the time courting a local 
girl, Jean Southwick; her father Lawrence was serving 
in the Royal Horse Artillery and the family were living in 
Nightingale Vale.

I normally arranged to meet Jean at the Garrison Church 
for our evenings together. Seven o’clock was our regular 
meeting time, but on the evening of July 13th I turned up 
early and we set off walking, and had gone about 200 
yards when we heard the Doodlebug (VI); as usual in those 
days we took no notice – until we heard the engine stop. 
We stopped and looked up to see the Doodlebug coming 
out of the clouds, and about 100 feet up, coming straight 
at us. We both ran for cover. Thankfully it missed us and 
landed on the Garrison Church, destroying it. Jean and I did 
not consider that her parents might be concerned – until 
Jean returned home, to hear that they thought we had been 
killed and were buried in the rubble. 

We went on to get married in 1946, and now have 30 grand-
children and one great granddaughter. Our family would 
not have existed if I had not turned up early for a date.’

Mr S J Noyce

Mr and Mrs Moore married at St George’s
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Local history study of St George’s
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Post-war
After WWII, there were plans to rebuild the church.

An architect called Kenneth Lindy designed a new church. 
Do you think that it should have been rebuilt, and do you 
like his design?

In the 1960s, lots of new building work happened in 
Woolwich, high rise flats were built, new houses were 
built on bombsites and the Thamesmead estate was 
constructed. The road in front of the church became the 
busy South Circular road that we know today. 

The number of soldiers stationed at Woolwich declined and 
the Royal Arsenal land and buildings were sold off, to be 
transformed into luxury appartments, with the building of 
Crossrail station due to be finished in 2017.

In the 21st century, Woolwich is going through a period of 
regeneration. The Royal Artillery moved to Larkhill barracks 
in Wiltshire in 2008.

Heritage of London Trust Operations decided to try and 
save what was left of St George’s Garrison Church and 
conserve the mosaics and put a roof over the apse area to 
protect them from more damage.

What would you like to see happen at the church?

Do you think it will survive for the next hundred years?

What will it look like in 100 years’ time?

Design for a new church by Kenneth Lindy

St George’s Garrison Church in 1955

Conservation work in progress on the mosaic wallPulpit in 2016
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Local history study of St George’s
KS2 RESOURCES – ACTIVITY SHEET

CREATE a memory box/time capsule about St George’s for people in the future.

EXPLAIN to the future citizens what this church represented and its importance to 
the people of Woolwich.

WHICH images will you include?

WHICH objects will you include?

WHICH documents will you include.

WRITE a story or a poem to go in your box.

DRAW a picture.

Time Capsule
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Local history study of St George’s
TIMELINE OF EVENTS – ST GEORGE’S AND THE ROYAL ARTILLERY

Date Event

1803–15 Napoleonic Wars (1808-14: Peninsular War)

1812–15 War of 1812

1814–16 Gurkha War

1833–42 First Afghan War

1845–46 First Sikh War

1848–49 Second Sikh War

1854–56 Crimean War

1857–58 Indian Mutiny

1862 Building works start on St. George’s

2.11.1863 Church Consecrated

1867–68 Abyssinian War

1879 Zulu War

1880–81 First Boer War

1878–80 Second Afghan War

1884–85 Sudan Relief Expedition

1896–98 Reconquest of the Sudan

1899–1902 Second Boer War

1914–18 World War I

16.2.1918 Church bombed – front rose window blown out
 Garrison Church loses its stained glass windows

1919 Third Afghan War

1928 Visit by King George V

1939–45 World War II

13.7.1944 Church destroyed by a flying bomb

1950–53 Korean War

1956 Suez Crisis

1969–2007 Operation Banner (Northern Ireland)

1970 Upper wall demolished

1982 Falklands Conflict

1987 Roof nearly blown off in Great Storm

1991 Operation Granby (the first Gulf War)

2000 St. George’s on Heritage at Risk register

2001 2001 to date: Operation Veritas, Operation Fingal and Operation Herrick (Afghanistan)

2003–9 Operation TELIC (Iraq)

2011 Heritage of London Trust Operations leases building from Defence Estates

2015 Phase I conservation works completed

2016 Woolwich Garrrison Church Trust formed

2016 Royal Artillery celebrates 300 years

2016 Phase II conservation works begin
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Local history study of St George’s
GLOSSARY

Word/phrase Definition

Diptheria  A potentially fatal contagious bacterial infection that mainly affects the nose and throat, 
and sometimes the skin. Diphtheria typically causes a sore throat, fever, swollen glands and 
weakness. But the hallmark sign is a sheet of thick, gray material covering the back of your 
throat, which can block your airway, causing you to struggle for breath. Diphtheria is spread 
(transmitted) from person to person, usually through respiratory droplets, like from coughing 
or sneezing. Today, we have vaccines to prevent it, but in countries where there is a lower 
uptake of booster vaccines, however, such as in India, there remain thousands of cases each 
year. In 2014, there were 6,094 cases of diphtheria reported in India, 1,079 in Nepal and 35 in 
Bangladesh.

Dripping  An animal fat produced from the fatty or otherwise unusable parts of cow or pig carcasses

Garrison A group of troops stationed in a fortress or town to defend it

Pews Long wooden bench, seating in a church

RHA Royal Horse Artillery

RFA Royal Field Artillery


