
Visit to the Museum of Docklands:  
Thursday 5 September 2019

Had anyone asked me, before our latest 
visit to this popular museum, where both 
the rivers Neckinger and Moselle were to be 
found I would have unhesitatingly replied 
Germany, assuming that they were tributaries 
of the Rhine, as indeed 
the Thames once was 
when our island was 
part of the continental 
landmass. But, as some 
25 Explorers were to 
discover, these were 

just two of London’s ‘Secret Rivers’ which, along with the 
better-known Walbrook, Fleet, Westbourne, Wandle and 
Lea, and several others, once flowed open and unhindered 
– apart that is from the ordure and industrial effluent that 

were routinely deposited in them, 
making them for the most part little 
more than open sewers and breeding 
grounds for typhoid and cholera. 

The exhibition displayed mudlarked 
finds from several of these rivers, 
contrasting those retrieved from the 
Walbrook, providing evidence of 
Roman occupation and ritual objects, 
and the Fleet where finds were of a 
more occupational and domestic kind. 
We discovered that the shape of the 
Oval cricket ground in South London 
derived from the bend in the Effra and 

that the stands were built up on soil excavated when the 

river, like so many others, was eventually 
covered as part of Joseph Bazalgette’s 
pioneering 19th century work in creating a 
sewage system for the capital.

We learnt too of the success in ‘daylighting’, 
that is partially re-opening, principally as a 
local amenity, once-covered rivers such as 
the Moselle and Quaggy (don’t you love 
that name?) and the Wandle, and the efforts 
of local enthusiasts to do the same for parts 
of the Effra and Tyburn, though one suspects with fewer chances of success, 
especially as regards reintroducing fishing in the latter!

This special exhibition runs until October and 
is well worth a visit. The balance of display 
case items, text, video installation, maps and 
artworks was, I thought, well-judged and, 
like previous exhibitions at the museum, 
not over-long. Thanks once again to Liz for 
organising our visit and for going to the 
trouble of giving us all very useful good-sized 
maps of the rivers before we went in. 

Tea in the museum’s café before we start 

Some of the many items found in  
the Thames’ tributaries

Robert Milligan, primary founder 
of the West India docks, in front of 
the museum 

The Wandle Alphabet, made by 
illustrator Jane Porter using 
objects found in the Wandle 

A fascinating video led us along the underground 
route of today’s Fleet River

The Fleet shown emerging into the Thames at 
Blackfriars in about 1750
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