
Visit to Crossness Pumping Station 2 June 2019

On Sunday 2 June 2019 iU3A “Exploring London” group members attended 
one of the regular Family Days at the Crossness Pumping Station in the old 
Erith Marshes, where the Prince Consort pumping engine was in steam. 
This magnificent example of Victorian engineering was well worth visiting, 
representing as it does not only a Victorian engineering and architectural triumph 
but a very significant improvement in London’s environment and public health 
which we benefit from to this day.

The visit comprised two parts. An excellent exhibition 
covered the historical problem of sewage and sanitation 
in mid-nineteenth London, together with examples 
of sanitation through the ages, and the buildings and 
engines themselves. The exhibition graphically evoked 
the foul conditions of overflowing cesspits, contaminated 
water, and disease including typhoid and cholera that 
accompanied the rapid growth of the metropolis in the 
Victorian period. It is thought that Prince Albert himself 
died as a result of typhoid contacted because of the 
bad drains at Buckingham Palace. By 1850 the Thames 
was little more than an open sewer and the stench, 
culminating in the “Great Stink” of 1858, could no longer 

be ignored. Sir Joseph Bazalgette, Chief Engineer of the Metropolitan Board of 
Works, was charged with finding a solution. He constructed a complex system of 
drains and huge brick intercepting sewers, which routed the sewage eastwards 
by gravity along both sides of the Thames to pumping stations at Barking on the 
north and Crossness on the south bank of the river. Here large pumping engines 
built by James Watt and Company lifted the effluent into a covered reservoir 
where it was held until the ebb tide 
bore it away out to the North Sea.

The main attraction of our visit was 
of course the pumping station itself 
and its enormous beam engines, one 
of which, the Prince Consort engine, 
was steamed up and working. Opened 
by Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, 
in 1865, the complex of buildings 
designed by Charles Driver included 

the 150 feet long Engine House (previous page), built 
on two floors with a boiler-house below, as well as a 
valve house and an engineering workshop. Built in 
a Victorian Romanesque style with rounded arches, 
the complex originally included a tall campanile. 
There is also a covered reservoir capable of holding 
25 million gallons of water, and originally there 
was also housing for workers and a school for 
their children. The glory of the station itself is the 
interior of the Beam Engine House, especially the 
octagon with its cast iron columns (left and below) 
on two levels, 
and painted 
cast-iron 
screens with 
their trellises, 

flowers and monograms all meticulously 
restored to their original polychrome glory 
by the Crossness Engines Trust. Fittingly 
known as the “Crossness Cathedral” 
and much admired by Pevsner, this is a 
monument to the pride that the Victorian 
took in their engineering works.  

The film shown at the beginning of the exhibition ended “All Londoners should 
be grateful to Joseph Bazalgette – several times a day”. This year we celebrate 

two hundred years since his birth on 28 March 1819 
– his was a magnificent achievement, but London’s 
sewage system, important as it is, was only a small 
part of his work which encompassed many bridges 
across the Thames, major thoroughfares such as 
Charing Cross Road and Northumberland Avenue, 
and the Victoria and Albert Embankments built 
on top of the main sewers along the banks of the 
Thames.

My thanks to Liz Simpson who organised the visit 
and to Lynda Finn who provided extra information.
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