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Summary
An appraisal of structures standing at Stepping Stones Farm, in an open space between
Stepney High Street and Garden Street, E1, has concluded that, in the north-west corner of
the site, they belonged originally to a Baptist Chapel, which fronted on to Stepney Green, to
the north, and, in the south-west quarter of the site, a Congregational Church, which fronted
on to Spring Garden Place (now Stepney Way), to the south. The limited evidence of the
surviving fabric confirms, in each case, documentary evidence for their construction, use
and disuse. The Baptist Chapel was constructed c 1811 as the chapel of what was
commonly known as Stepney College, built partly on the site of Worcester House, an
aristocratic mansion of 16th-century or earlier date. From c 1850 this chapel was used by
Plymouth Brethren. The Congregational Church was built in 1862−3 to replace a meeting
house built, in 1674, partly on the same site and partly to the west, serving the Stepney
Meeting, a notable early Protestant non-conformist congregation founded in 1644. Both
buildings suffered bomb damage during the Second World War (1939−45). The chapel was
burnt out leaving only its front entrance and stair vestibule standing, while the
Congregational Church was demolished in 1950−1, except for its rear wall. A stone gate
pier surviving at the southern edge of the site was at one side of an open passage that
originally ran alongside the church between Spring Garden Place and King John Street,
where a doorway, surviving in the rear wall of the church, was subsequently blocked.

Figures
A plan and photographs of the standing building remains, with extracts from Rocque’s map
of 1745 and the 1870 Ordnance Survey map, and an illustration of the Congregationalist
church (before completion), are appended at the end of this document.

Location and description
Structure 1
Located at the north-west corner of the site, Structure 1 consists of three adjacent brick
walls aligned to Stepney Green, to the north, and evidently forming the northern part of a
building, originally rectangular in plan. The brick walls stand about 2m high along the west
side of the building, next to the western edge of the site on Garden Street, and rise to a
maximum of 4−5m on the north side. The northern wall of this structure contains a porch,
projecting slightly to the north, with a large doorway formed by a pointed arch; the porch is
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flanked by two lancet windows. The structure is faced with red bricks and has stone
dressings.
The brickwork comprises a core of bricks (generally 95−105mm broad, 60−65mm thick
and 215−220mm long), varying in colour from dark red through purple to grey-yellow,
hand-made and unfrogged, laid mainly to English bond to form a wall two bricks thick, set
in a soft, white, limey mortar. This core brickwork forms the internal face of the wall of the
building, although this has been generally rendered with a mortar similar to the bonding
material, now patchy. At least two courses of timber have been set into the internal wall
face, forming lacing timbers. A short iron girder projects horizontally into the building from
the internal face of the west wall, some 3−4m from the doorway. This girder, and traces of
the ends of steps in the internal wall face in the north-west corner of the building, between
the girder and the doorway, indicate the position of stairs, the foot of which would have
originally been just inside the doorway. The steps would have risen against the north and
west walls, turning in the corner, to be supported by the girder. Although the position of the
doorway is symmetrical in the north wall of the building there was no evidence of a similar
stair in the north-east corner. A stone corbel in the internal face of the east wall
corresponded in level, but not in plan, to a similar corbel in the internal face of the west
wall, which supported the iron girder; the east corbel presumably supported floor joists. The
level of these corbels and the girder would not have given enough headroom, by
comparison with the top of the entrance doorway, to have represented the level of the first
floor. Therefore there must have been some further arrangement of the stairs and floor
joists, leading up to the level of the first floor, all of which are now lost. The possibility that
the ground floor was lower internally than the sill of the doorway, which survives, is
unlikely. The end of a stone window sill survives in the west wall, but this by itself is not a
definitive indicator of floor level.
The exterior of the building is faced with fine dark orange-red bricks, relatively uniform in
size (110mm broad, 65mm thick and 222mm long, or 4⅜ x 2½ x 8¾ inches), hand-made
and unfrogged, laid to Flemish bond and set in fine lime mortar. The joints are relatively
thin, and some pointing and scoring of them is visible in places, despite being weathered. A
plinth runs along the base of all three walls, and buttresses project to the north against the
ends of the west and east walls, both the plinth and the buttresses having stone copings. The
doorway is formed by a two-centred arch of two orders, each comprising a similar roll and
hollow moulding. A rectangular drip mould surrounds the arch, with a similar roll and
hollow, and the top of this is combined with a similarly moulded stone string-course
running around the exterior of the building. On the porch this drip mould is surmounted by
a blank stone frieze and a stone coping, the frieze being painted with an inscription, in
which only the word ‘COLLEGE’ can now be made out. The stone used is rather soft, light
cream in colour, possibly ‘Bath’ stone.

Structure 2
Located roughly in the centre of the western half of the site, Structure 2 is a wall running
from west to east for a distance of about 21m and rising to a maximum relative height of
about 6m. The ground to the south is markedly higher in level than that to the north, and to
the north, in any case, the ground is very uneven: a large amount of earth and rubble
appears to have been heaped against the centre of the north face of the wall, presumably to
support it. The wall is built of brick, faced to the north with ragstone. In the south face,
where the brickwork is exposed, shallow arches of progressively larger size towards the
centre, and chimney flues rising at a shallow angle from both ends towards the centre,
suggest that originally the structure rose to an apex. At the eastern end of this face the wall
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returns to the south, in two places; these return walls flank a doorway, formed by a pointed
arch, constructed in stone on both faces of the wall and subsequently blocked with brick.
The structure was evidently the north wall of a building, the largest part of which,
extending originally to the south, has been demolished.
The brickwork consists of mixed light pink and yellow stock bricks (105−110mm broad,
65−70mm thick and 220−230mm long), laid generally to English bond and set in a soft,
cream-coloured, limey mortar containing frequent fine quartz inclusions. The south face of
the wall was presumably rendered with such mortar, which survives only in sheltered upper
corners of the arches, having been weathered away elsewhere. This internal face of the
wall, is relatively featureless except for the shallow arches, most of which function as
buttresses. Further to the east is a series of three smaller arched recesses. The most westerly
of these has been blocked later with brick, while the most easterly arch encloses a fireplace,
connected to the eastern chimney flue. The western chimney flue, by contrast, is broken at a
higher level, and less survives of the whole wall to the west than to the east. The scars of
two walls returning south from the south face of Structure 2, symmetrically arranged in
plan about the implied centre-line of the building, suggest that the original building was
divided longitudinally from south to north into a central area and areas to either side,
perhaps a nave and aisles. A doorway to the extreme east, faced with stone to both north
and south, may have been entirely external.
The height of the fireplace suggests that current ground level on the southern side of the
structure is not far from the floor level of the original building, which, in turn, is markedly
higher than current ground level to the north and east. The sill of the doorway to the
extreme east indicates the original ground level, and suggests that the building was flanked
to its east by an open-air passage at this low level running between the doorway at its north
end, entered from King John Street, and a gate at its south end, marked by Structure 3
(below), which gave on to Spring Garden Place.
To the north Structure 2 is faced over most of its surface, to the east, with square-cut blocks
of light grey and off-white ragstone, in a variety of sizes between 250 x 200mm and 100 x
80mm. These blocks are squared up and laid randomly, with fine recessed joints, and with
dressings of well-squared blocks of a harder, light yellow stone. To the west, beyond a wall
scar of mortar, about one-third of this wall face is plain brick, very like the brickwork on
the internal face. The upper part of this wall is more weathered than the lower part, and a
scar near the extreme west end indicates the presence originally of another brick return wall
to the north. Presumably the western part of the north face directly adjoined another
building, and only the part to the east, faced with stone, was external.
The building originally extended somewhat further to the west than the end of the surviving
wall. If, as the remains of chimneys in this wall suggest, this building had a pitched roof
with its ridge somewhere to the west of the centre of the surviving structure, it must have
extended longitudinally to the south for a considerable distance, possibly as far as the
southern edge of the site, in line with Structure 3.

Structure 3
This is a stone gate pier up to 2m high at the southern edge of the site, aligned in plan to
Structure 2, and in line with the east side of the doorway and wall at the extreme east end of
Structure 2.
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Documentary evidence and historical interpretation
Both Structures 1 and 2 may confidently be identified as parts of two respective buildings
appearing on late 19th and early 20th-century maps of the area. Structure 1 corresponds to a
Baptist Chapel, which fronted on to the east end of Stepney Green, while Structure 2
conforms to the north wall of a Congregational Church, a much larger building, which ran
from King John Street in the north as far as Spring Garden Place (now, in part, Stepney
Way) in the south. Structure 3 is shown specifically on a large-scale map of 1873, and
corresponds to the south-east corner of the premises of the Congregational Church, to
which it was related.

Baptist Chapel
Structure 1 comprises most of the north front of the Baptist Chapel and parts of the two
adjacent west and east side-walls of the chapel. The chapel is shown on maps as a relatively
small, narrow building, set back a short distance from the pavement to the north, suggesting
that the north front contained its main entrance. The internal staircase probably led to a
gallery at the north end, perhaps with very narrow galleries along the west and east sides of
the interior. This arrangement suggests that the site was fairly constrained from the
beginning, and the building may have been constructed next to a pre-existing building to its
east, which was larger and more important. The materials, construction technique and style,
evidenced in the surviving structure, suggest a date of construction at some time probably
early in the 19th century. The use of a Gothic-style hollow roll moulding for the doorway,
drip mould and string course suggests a date in the 19th century; a slightly earlier date
would be unlikely, although not impossible. The relative unsophistication of the Gothic
architecture may suggest an early 19th-century date, but there may have been economic
constraints keeping it simple. That said, the quality of the materials and other aspects of the
work is generally good. The technique of using internal lacing timbers in brickwork fell out
of use early in the 19th century, suggesting that the building would have been constructed
with such timbers no later than about 1830. The chapel is shown on the first edition of the
Ordnance Survey large-scale map, surveyed in 1870.
Other documentary evidence indicates that the chapel was built c 1811, when Garden Street
was laid out, in the north-west corner of the grounds of what had been Worcester House, an
aristocratic mansion of 16th-century or earlier date. A terrace of houses already existed to
the east, adjoining the gatehouse of Worcester House, which had sheltered several
prominent 17th-century non-conformists at times when they were subject to persecution. In
1809 a college was established to train Baptist ministers, known as Stepney College, and
the chapel was built to serve the college. From c 1850, when the college moved to Regent’s
Park, the chapel was used by Plymouth Brethren.
Contemporary drawings show the chapel on the corner of Stepney Green and Garden Street
as a two-storey building, with a large multi-light arched window above the doorway in the
front porch. A large-scale map of 1870 shows a single space in the interior, lit by three
windows in the west wall, and states ‘Sittings for 150’.

Congregational Church
Structure 2 comprises most of the north wall of the Congregational Church, which did not
extend very much further to the west than the surviving wall. A garden is marked there on
the 1870 map; a path is shown running directly across the garden from west to east, to an
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entrance at the south end of the west wall of the church. A second path winds from this
entrance up to the centre of a rectangular area shown in front of another building that partly
adjoins the church to the north-west, marked ‘Sunday School’. Perhaps the rectangular area
was used as a small playground. The church and the school were associated with each
other. The church may also have been related to a terraced house, which directly adjoined
the church in the western half of its north wall; this explains the area of plain brick exposed
in the western half of the north face of the surviving structure.
The Congregational Church was a large building (about as large in plan as the parish church
of St Dunstan, to the east), documented as constructed in 1862−3 to replace Stepney
Meeting House, which had stood largely to the west of the later church and partly on the
same site. The meeting house was built in 1674 to serve the Stepney Meeting, a notably
early congregation of Dissenters founded in 1644. The total cost of the new church was
£9,700, including purchase of necessary land, and its architects were C G Searle, Son and
Yelf, and the builders, Dove Brothers.
The church was aligned from north to south, supported by substantial buttresses on its east
and west walls, with short cross-wings or small transepts at the north and south ends. The
latter wings or transepts projected in plan further to the east than to the west; the fireplaces
on the east side in the surviving structure suggest that there was a separate room there,
perhaps a vestry, which is confirmed by the large-scale 1870 map. The buttresses imply that
the main body of the building was high; higher, at least, than the surviving structure, which
has no buttresses. In fact drawings and other contemporary documents show that the nave
of the building formed a single roofed space, about 75 feet (23m) high, with a tower and
spire above the south-east corner rising a total of 150 feet (45m) and a smaller, secondary
tower above the north-east corner. The building is documented as having been 96 feet
(29m) long and 57 feet (17m) wide, lit by tall windows between the buttresses in the side
walls and by a large rose window above the main entrance in the south wall. The 1870 map
states that the church contained ‘Sittings for 1170’, while other documents state its capacity
was 740 on the ground floor and 610 in side and end galleries, for a total of 1,350.
By contrast with the south front the 1870 map shows the north wall, which corresponds to
Structure 2, fronting directly on to King John Street, and implies that there was not even a
pavement next to the wall. The main part of Structure 2 is without a doorway. The south
front of the church is shown set back slightly from a pavement, forming the main entrance,
and several piers in front support railings and gates.
The maps do not explicitly show the doorway at the east end of the surviving structure.
Instead there is a small gap between the north-east corner of the church and the corner of
King John Street, to the north, which latter point is also the north-east corner of the entire
rectangular plot occupied by the church. Presumably the doorway was open to the air to
both north and south, as the stone facing on both sides suggests, and therefore could have
led to an open passage or area along the east side of the church. Structure 3, a stone gate
pier, could have been in line with the doorway, and may have supported a gate at the
southern end of this open area. The 1870 map suggests that this open passage was also
connected to an adjacent end-of-terrace house further to the east in King John Street. If so,
the latter may have been a vestry house or similar dwelling. A contemporary drawing in the
Illustrated London News (although not necessarily showing the church as actually built)
suggests that some kind of passage existed at the north-east corner of the site, and another
entrance to the church was under the secondary tower, facing east.
The present level of the ground where the church originally stood is markedly higher than
the ground level to the north and east, and the line of the implied open passage or area
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immediately to the east of the church is at the lower level. This suggests that the body of the
church was raised, and indeed a basement is documented. Perhaps debris from demolition
of the church backfills this original basement, up to the original floor level of the church.
Both the chapel and the church are shown on maps later than 1870. The buildings are
documented as having been damaged by bombing during the Second World War
(1939−45), and successive Ordnance Survey plans show later developments. By 1948 the
chapel was a roofless ruin, while the church is shown as if it were still roofed; in fact the
church is said to have taken several direct hits and to have been unusable. By 1950 the
church is no longer shown, and is stated to have been demolished in that year. Between
1965 and 1979 the remaining houses and post-War ‘prefabs’ on the site were removed,
leaving the edges of King John Street and the surviving walls of Structures 1 and 2;
‘Stepping Stones Farm’ is identified by 1989.

Conclusions
Late medieval Stepney comprised a small village centred on the parish church of St
Dunstan and one or two great aristocratic houses such as Worcester House, a 16th-century
or earlier suburban mansion, with a few very scattered and distant hamlets. From the 16th
century onwards ribbon development occurred mainly to the north-west of this centre,
along the Mile End Road, which was the main road east out of London, and to the south,
along the banks of the River Thames. The population of the area was similarly mixed, and
included craftsmen avoiding the commercial restrictions imposed by livery companies in
the City of London, traders serving travellers, and people in various industries to do with
the Thames and shipping. It is unsurprising therefore that from the early 17th century, in an
age when religion was a highly important aspect of life and was always easily identified
with political loyalty, Stepney was known for the variety and number of its religious freethinkers. These were everyone, including Roman Catholics as well as Protestant Dissenters,
who did not conform to the precepts of the established Church of England.
The Stepney Meeting, founded in 1644, is the second-oldest permanent Protestant nonconformist congregation in London, and was for many years one of the best known. The
principal founder was Henry Burton, a charismatic preacher who had been an Anglican
rector and, before the Civil War (1642−50), had suffered severe punishment for his
dissident religious views. During the relative toleration extended to such sects in London
during the Civil War and ensuing Commonwealth, the congregation met in the house of
William Greenhill, in the centre of Stepney. With the Restoration of royal government in
1660, however, such easy conditions ended. During a short period of toleration after the
Declaration of Indulgence 1672, non-conformist ministers were licensed, although many
others must have stayed underground. It was in this climate that, under its minister,
Matthew Mead, Stepney Meeting acquired a large meeting house, built for the purpose in
1674 in the south-west corner of the present site, on what had been the orchard and gardens
of Worcester House. This building intentionally looked like a private house, rather than a
conventional place of worship, in order not to attract undue attention and provoke official
anger. Nevertheless in 1682 the building was raided and all its fittings smashed by soldiers
quartered in the Tower of London (VCH 1998). After the political and religious settlement
of 1688−9, and the Toleration Act 1689, there were many fewer restrictions on nonconformity. Most places of worship certified under this act were described as
‘independent’, while others were Baptist, Presbyterian and Quaker. In the county of
Middlesex as a whole, in the late 17th and 18th centuries, there were generally about 40−50
such places, several being in Stepney (VCH 1998). Members of the Stepney Meeting had
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use of a burial ground set aside for them near the parish church of St Dunstan (all
parishioners having a right of burial in the parish, provided this was done according to the
rites of the Church of England).
In the late 18th century Methodism developed: thousands gathered to hear the celebrated
preacher, John Wesley, and to sing hymns, and ‘it was stated in 1772 that the Independent
minister of Stepney meeting, who was ordained to the church in 1746, “by closely
connecting himself with the Methodism has raised that Congregation to an amazing
height” ’ (VCH 1969, 146). Methodism became more permanent in character, with a larger
number of more exclusive adherents, only after about 1800. Censuses in 1851 and 1902−3
showed that religious non-conformists of every kind formed at least half the population in
certain areas of Middlesex, Stepney being second highest in the list (although this picture is
complicated by the fact that historically the boundaries of Stepney have fluctuated widely).
Places of worship were not the only consequence. In the early 19th century the creation of a
college, in the north-west corner of the site, to train Baptist ministers, is of a piece with the
setting up of schools in the area, at around the same time, for both local and other children.
At least three schools stood along Garden Street, for example, during the 19th century.
By the middle of the 19th century the area of Stepney was becoming very much more builtup and crowded, and conditions more slum-like. Stepney College moved away, leaving the
chapel for use by local members of the Plymouth Brethren. It was in this situation that the
original meeting house was demolished and a new church building constructed on an
altogether grander scale. The new church, faced with ragstone with Bath stone dressings,
and boasting a tall spire and a prominent rose window, became known as the ‘nonconformist cathedral of east London’.
After near destruction c 1940 by German bombing from the air during the Second World
War, the Congregational Church joined with the John Knox Presbyterian Church nearby.
The combined church continues at 145 Stepney Way, to the west of the site
(contacts.urc2.org.uk).
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Appendix 1
Boreholes at Stepping Stones Farm, Stepney Green
These two borehole records have been extracted from Central Section (part) Archaeological
Monitoring of Boreholes, Liverpool Street to Canary Wharf, report number 1E0418C1E00-00001.
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Tudor-Stuart style brick
A brick found in Borehole SG15r conforms generally to the dimensions of Statute Bricks of
the Charter of 1571. Although bricks were sometimes made of these dimensions before this
time, it does suggest that it was made c 1570–1700, compatible with the construction of
Worcester House in 1596.
Interpretation
Borehole SG15R recorded deposits likely to be associated with the 16th-century Worcester
House, c 1.2m thick, the top of which was 0.6m below ground level. These may represent
demolition debris from the 19th-century or an earlier phase of demolition of the house.
Borehole SG11R encountered what appear to be foundations from the Congregationalist
church, c 0.7m thick, the top of which was 1.2m below ground level. Note that this level is
c 0.5m higher than the ground levels to the north at SG15R and SG12.
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Fig 1 Structures 1 to 3 at King John Street, Stepney Green
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Fig 2 Structure 1 viewed from the north-west

Fig 3 Structure 1 viewed from the south
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Fig 4 The door of structure 2, viewed from the south

Fig 5 Structure 2 viewed from the north
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Fig 6 Structure 3 viewed from the south
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Fig 7 Stepney Congregational Church
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Fig 8 Rocque’s map of 1746
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Fig 9 Ordnance Survey map of 1870

