
down 

Greenwich, S. E. 10. 
TQ. 38463,76911. 

Sections 

n -c 

SURVEYEO: R . F  L e G w  A.AI S. 

18/61 86. B C R A  5 0  

L 

0 S 10 15 20 M 

-1.12 
SCALE 

Fig. l 

A sand mine at Greenwich 
RODNEY LE GEAR 

SAND IS A mineral resource which in modern times sand include Chipstead (Kent) and Reigate and 
is - almost exclusivelv obtained from oven-cast vits. Godstone in Surrev. 
Before the advent of mechanical *methods of 
excavation, however, certain types of sand were 
taken from underground galleries. Mining was 
adopted when the overlying strata were too thick to 
be economically removed, or where the surface was 
required to be left intact and it was not possible to 
disturb the area with open quarries. Beds of sand 
which were mechanically able to support tunnel 
roofs without the need for props were exploited in 
this way. To the east of Maidstone large quantities 
of a hard white sand from the Lower Greensand 
(Folkestone Beds) were extracted from very exten- 
sive mines, for use in the glass industry between the 
17th and early 19th centuries. Other sites in the 
South-East where mines have been used to extract 
1. Trans Greenwich Antiquarian Soc (1913) 272. 

In June 1986 the writer had the opportunity to 
examine a series of caves cut into the Thanet Sand 
at Greenwich, S.E.lO. It was at first thought that 
they were the excavations mentioned in a paper read 
to the Greenwich Antiquarian Society in 1914'. In 
this paper by John Stone they are said to be ".. . a 
little way from Nightingale Lane, in or near what 
used to be Mr de Montmerency's garden grounds." 
Stone goes on to say " ... I do not know the exact 
extent of these excavations, but one can wander 
about in what seems to be a perfect maze of tunnels 
for a considerable distance." 

Some nine years earlier in 1905 a committee had 
been appointed by Greenwich Borough Council to 
examine and report on the underground sites in the 



Borough. In their report2 of the following year, they 
too describe tunnels in this area; "We have also 
visited and examined a complicated and lofty series 
of tunnels, near Nightingale Lane, cut into hard 
sand, and extending over a considerable area, but no 
point appears to be under a public place. We think 
it would be prudent to have a survey of these tunnels 
made and to ascertain their exact situation; should 
falls occur parts may be cut off, and knowledge of 
their whereabouts lost, and should the land be laid 
out at any time for roads or buildings, accidents 
might happen." 

The area has changed since then, with roads being 
re-named (Nightingale Lane is now Westgrove 
Lane), and a great deal of building has taken place. 
Modern researchers have always assumed that the 
location to these caves had indeed been lost when 
building works had filled the entrance. The sand 
workings faded into folklore and legend. 

In 1985, however, a member of the Kent 
Underground Research Group3 (a body that special- 
ises in the survey and recording of underground 
sites) located a set of open and accessible tunnels in 
the garden of a property in Diamond Terrace, 
Greenwich. The location of the site at TQ 38463 
76911 is in the same area as given in the earlier 
accounts. With the kind permission of the owner, Mr 

' E. Morton-Wright, a survey was made by two senior 
members of the K.U.R.G. on 18 June 1986. The 
resulting plan and sections are shown in Fig. 1. The 
tunnels, which are the remains of a small Thanet 
Sand mine, are entered via a brick arch and a flight 
of steps down a brick-lined inclined adit. Near the 
bottom the brick stairs give way to a slope of sand 
the the remains of the original set of wooden steps. 

The surveyed workings consisted of three galleries 
connected by two cross-passages. Apart from the 
entrance and a small section of the east gallery, the 
roof is unsupported and no props had been used. 
Two major roof falls have occurred in the past, the 
more severe of which has separated the two southern 
galleries from the entrance drift. A second fall, by 
the junction of the eastern gallery and a cross- 
passage, has been shored up with concrete and 
corrugated iron. Two corners of this junction were 
also reinforced with sand bags piled against the 
walls. It is probable that this remedial work was 
carried out during, or just prior to, the tunnels' use 
as an air-raid shelter, as they were used for this 
purpose in both of the World wars. Most of the 
graffiti on the walls date from the Second World 
War. The cross-passage joining the two southern 
galleries is very low and poorly dug, indicating to the 
2. Proceedings Greenwich Borough Council, Vol. 6, 458 

(31/10/1906). 
3. Mr P. Scheibner. 

investigators that it was not made by the original 
miners. It was probably excavated at a later date 
when the extraction of sand had ceased, and the 
tunnels were to be used for some other purpose. It 
is possible that it was dug by a later landowner who 
wished to use the existing tunnels as a 'grotto'. The 
small round chamber at the end of the eastern 
gallery was also a later addition and may have been 
constructed at the same time as the low passage. 

Local oral tradition tells of a passage to the west 
". . . which goes as far as the garage at the end of the 
road." This is a distance of over 120m (400ft). It can 
be seen from the plan that a gallery to the west is 
possible, its junction with the entrance passage being 
buried under the roof fall. From the general layout 
of the rest of the mine it is very unlikely that any 
such passage would extend for more than about 20m 
(66ft). The total length of the intact part of the mine 
is just under lOOm (330ft) and the workings dip 
towards the south-east. The lowest attainable point 
was found to be at the end of the south-east gallery 
where the floor is 7.72m (25ft 4in) below the surface 
datum. The end of the eastern gallery, which just 
undermines the owner's house by 2.0m (6ft 7in), is 
7.45m (24ft 5in) below datum. There is no evidence 
of instability at this point and it is unlikely that the 
presence of the mine will affect the structure. 

The mine is very small compared with the sand 
mines of Maidstone or Reigate. The Greenwich 
miners brought out the sand from three (possibly 
four) main adits with no attempt to develop a 'pillar 
and stall' working where the maximum amount of 
material could be removed from a given area. 

The exact use to which the excavated sand was put 
is unclear. In the North Kent area the bottom 
section of the Thanet Sand has been extensively 
worked from open pits, especially around Woolwich 
and Charlton, for moulding sand. One reason for the 
siting of the Arsenal at Woolwich was the abundance 
of an excellent moulding sand in the neighbourhood. 
This part of the Thanet Sand was also in demand by 
brickmakers who used the sand to prevent the bricks 
sticking to the mould. It also stopped the freshly 
moulded bricks from cracking whilst drying. 

It has been noted that the upper portion of the 
Thanet Sand was used in the London area to 
produce poor quality green bottle glass4. By the 17th 
century Greenwich glasshouses were turning out 
excellent quality glass using sand imported from the 
Maidstone area. There is no reason why cheaper 
products could not have been made using the only 
locally available raw material. The mine under 
4. P. G. H. Boswell A Memoir on British Resources 0.f Sand and 

Rocks used in Glass-making, etc. Longmans Green. 1918. 



consideration was sunk in the upper portion of the 
Thanet Sand. 

A date of 1671 appears with a carefully carved 
floral design in the eastern gallery. If the mine was 
dug for the glass industry, a date from the 17th 
century would not be out of place. It is very 
improbable, however, that a genuine graffito cut 
into the relatively soft sand walls would survive in 
such good condition in a part of the mine that was 
used as a shelter, and therefore had the possibility of 
many people brushing against it. Indeed, some of 
the graffiti from the Second World War have not 
lasted as well and are in very poor condition in 
comparison. 

It is impossible to date the mine from the structure 
itself as, unlike in a chalk or sandstone mine, 
original tool marks decay and disappear, and the 

mine is too small to effectively analyse the tech- 
niques employed. More research is needed on the 
local area and its industries before a definite date 
can be assigned to the excavation. 

From the little evidence available at present, it 
seems probable that the mine was dug to provide 
sand for a local glasshouse to produce cheap green 
bottle glass. The size of the mine would indicate that 
this was a small venture or that it was a new mine 
sunk to replace an older set of workings. A date of 
17th or 18th century is possible, although it could be 
as late as mid 19th century. 

. It can be seen that the early description of ".. . a 
perfect maze of tunnels ..." does not fit the plan of 
the surveyed workings. This suggests that there is 
another, more extensive, mine somewhere in the 
vicinity. Research in the area is continuing. 

Local Society Bookshop 
THIS IS THE ninth supplement to the list of local 
publications given in Vol. 3, no. 15, 431-2. 
Publications are listed alphabetically by their 
sponsoring Society or Authority. Those received for 
review are indicated by an asterisk, and may be 
reviewed at a later date. Prices do not include 
postage, which is shown separately if known. 

'A Fire in the House', by Brian Wright. An account 
of the fire which destroyed the House of Parliament 
in 1834. Price 90p plus 18p postage, from Brian 
Wright, 317 Reigate Road, Epsom Downs, Surrey 
KT17 3LT.* 

'Old Ordnance Survey Maps'. Price f 1.00 from Alan 
Godfrey, 57-58 Spoor Street, Dunston, Gateshead, 
NE11 9BD.* 

Acton History Group 
Publications available from Dr T. Harper Smith, 48 
Perryn Road, London W3 7NA. 

'Acton, past and present'. Series. Price 50p each 
plus postage. * 
Dartford District Archaeological Group 
Publication available from G. S. Mitchell, 42 
Milestone Road, Dartford, Kent DA2 6DN. 
'Rediscovering Dartford'. 50pp., many pl, and figs. 
£3.50 plus 37p postage. * 
East London History Society 
Publication available from 20 Puteaux House, 
Cranbrook Estate, London E2 ORF. 
'East London Record', no. 9 (1986). SOpp, 7pl., 
f 1.55 including postage. 

London Borough of Tower Hamlets 
Publication available from Central Library, Bancroft 
Road, London E l  4DQ. 
'Bow Then and Now', by Anne Cunningham and 
Christopher Lloyd. 42pp., 42pl., map. £1.95. * 

Local Societies - amendments 
THE SEVENTH SET of amendments to the list of Orpington & Dist. Arch. Soc. Sec. Fiona Blake, 16 
local societies (Vol. 4, no. 15, 403-4) is below. Swan Close, St Paul's Cray, Orpington, Kent, BR5 
Secretaries of local societies are asked to help us by 2NA. 

us of any errors Or changes to this list. Stanmore & Harrow HiSt. Soc. Sec. Mrs. M. Tufnell, 

Dartford District Archaeological Group Treasurer 4 Whitefriars Drive, Harrow Weald, HA3 5HN. 
G. S. Mitchell, 42 Milestone Road, Dartford, Kent, Twickenham Local Hist. Soc. Sec. R.  S. Knight, 14a 
DA2 6DN. Enmore Gardens, SW14. 


