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What’s the
story of
Rothbury hall?
This strange red brick, spired building on the end of Azof Street is over 120
years old. Somewhat grandiose it is surrounded by industrial warehouse
style buildings on one side and small workers cottages on the other. As the
traffic crawls by up Blackwall Lane it sticks out like a sore thumb. The place
looks curious. What is it doing here? What is it for?
The People’s Parlour are a community group who meet at Rothbury Hall on
a weekly basis. The group is for the over 60’s living in the Greenwich area.
Together they make art, discuss local issues and generally have a joyful time.
Preventing loneliness in the local area is a focus of the project as is enabling
elders to try new arts practices. Many of the group are very local and live in
the surrounding streets. Some have lived in East Greenwich all their lives. One
of them was actually born here on Azof Street.
This is their investigation into the story of Rothbury Hall. The exhibition
is made up of historical artefacts brought to us by local historians and
bits of research that the group have conducted themselves. You will also
find artworks inspired by the building itself as well as mythogeographical
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Who Was Vavasseur?
Josiah Vavasseur (1834 – 1908) was
a civil and mechanical engineer and
an English industrialist who founded
Vavasseur and Co. (also known as
London Ordnance Works). Vavasseur
patented and developed a number of
weapons across his career including
a rotating cannon and a mounting
for breech-loaded guns, which came
to be used by most of the world’s
navies. Vavasseur & co. sold guns to
countries in Europe, South America
and particularly North America,
where demand was high due to the
Civil War in the 1860’s.
Josiah Vavasseur became a very
wealthy man and he was able to
donate substantial funds to religious
and philanthropic undertakings. One
of these donations was Rothbury
Hall, which was built as a mission church in 1893
and gifted to the impoverished community
living here by Blackwall Lane. This was
a working area with many employed in
the industrial dockyards on the Thames
banks. Christian missionaries often preach
pacifism – it seems strange that funds
gained from war and weaponry should
have paid for this place of peace. Perhaps
this was Vavasseur’s attempt to offset
some guilt for the murderous objects from
which he earnt his fortune.
The People’s Parlour made their own crest
which can be seen here. They decided on
the wording ‘Semper Iuvenis’ meaning
forever young, to represent themselves.
Source: Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josiah_Vavasseur

The crest reads Tout Par Faveur Divine All By Divine Favour.

God is Love

Arthur & Bertha
Arthur & Bertha were caretakers here at Rothbury Hall in 1930.
This postcard shows
the hall as it was,
with its elaborate
plaster arch and
brick work on show.
Now, a false ceiling
has been installed
so the arch is no
longer visible.

The stage held
the organ which
was played
during services
and where people
would line up to
take communion.

Anne, who is a member of the
People’s Parlour, remembers
attending communion when she
was 11. It was her job to clean the
cup at the end of the service and
put it back in its special box.

The original key
board with keys to
the whole building
can still be found
hanging in the
hall today.

WEDDINGS At Rothbury Hall
Arthur also made
tiered wedding
cakes, creating
cakes for many of
the marriages that
happened here.
Here is one of his
creations from 1931.
Unfortunately we’re
missing the recipe.
Jakki Gillet who
is a longstanding
People’s Parlour
member, bakes a
cake most weeks
and brings it along
for the group to enjoy – they are always vegan and
always delicious. Find one of her signature recipe’s here:

Albert Parry and Doris Honeysett at
their wedding at Rothbury Hall. Doris
was actually Arthur and Bertha’s
daughter. Where the tyre yard next
door is now situated there used to
be a vicarage and a leafy garden in
which many couples would have their
wedding photos taken. This couple
are the grandparents of Jackie who
now attends the People’s Parlour in
the same spot years later!

The happy couple

Vegan Spiced Banana Cake
1 ½ cups plain wholemeal flour
1 cup brown sugar
1 tsp baking powder
1 tsp bicarb
1 tsp ground ginger
1 tsp grund mixed spice
¼ tsp cayenne pepper
1 ½ tsp salt
1 tsp vanilla extract
5tbsps cooking oil (not olive oil)
1 tbsp cider vinegar
2 mashed very ripe bananas
¾ cup warm water
½ cup sultanas or raisins
Method:
Mix all dry ingredients into a mixing
bowl with a whisk. Stir in all the wet
ingredients until just combined. Stir in
bananas and sultanas. Pour into a lined
shallow tin and bake at gas mark 4 in
the centre of the oven for 30 minutes
or until a skewer comes out clean.
Cool completely in tin before serving!

Albert Parry and Doris Honeysett’s wedding certificate

WW2 Bomb map – 1946
Orange – General
blast damage
not structural
Large circle –
V1 flying bomb hit
Small circle –
V2 flying bomb hit
Green –
Clearance area
Yellow –
Blast damage,
minor in nature
Red –
Seriously damaged,
repairable at cost
Black Total destruction

People’s Parlour members remember coming to Rothbury Hall during the Blitz
as it was the local air raid shelter for the surrounding streets. People would
go down into the cellar and take shelter from the bombs there. The father’s of
today’s People’s Parlour members built bunk beds down there for the children
to sleep in. If you go down into the cellar today you can barely imagine it and
in more recent years there’s often a bit of flooding down there. The Greenwich
peninsula area was a target for the bomber planes – they would follow
the river and then drop their bombs when they saw the visual target of the
industrial chimneys of Greenwich oil and coal fired power station.
Post War - Rothbury Hall continued to run as a place of worship all the way
until the 80’s. It had many community functions too. A soup kitchen used to
run out of the West Wing. Edna from the People’s Parlour used to bring her son
to the nursery here on a Tuesday and a Thursday morning in the 1970’s. Peggy
used to come to jumble sales here, which is where she first met Anne.

Source: http://blitzwalkers.blogspot.com/2016/02/

Emergency Exit Arts
moves in – 1987
Bob Harris, one of EEA’s
founders who would later
go on to become a local
councillor, noticed that
Rothbury Hall was up
for sale and persuaded
Cllr. Jim Gillman at
Greenwich council to buy
Rothbury Hall as a place
to house multiple locally
based arts companies.
EEA were an artists’
collective at the time
and were the first to
move in. EEA took on the
main hall space and the
yard, where they built
all sorts of contraptions.
At the time there was
no kitchen and just
one toilet surrounded
by wood, nicknamed ‘the throne’. In the early years the front of the building
housed arts activities and the back room remained a chapel. Deb would
often come in in the morning to find some of the ladies of the congregation
setting out large vases of flowers.
At the end of the 80’s the chapel finally closed and the congregation moved
over to Christchurch Forum down the road. At this point the Independent
Photography Project or Stream as they came to be known, took over the
back room and the space has often been referred to as, Stream ever since.
In ‘92 with more work and public funding rolling in, EEA became a limited
company, with Deb Mullins and Les Sharpe becoming co artistic directors.
Now at 40 year’s old, the company has gone from strength to strength and
works both nationally and internationally transforming public spaces with
carnivals, giant puppets, fireworks and more.

Rothbury Hall becomes a
grade 2 listed building – 1995
Built by W T Hollands in 1893-4,
formerly the Congregational mission,
later the East Greenwich United
Reform Church, the hall is now artists’
studios and an arts and community
centre. Very red brick with stone
voussoirs, bell-cast slate roofs with
central cupola and prominent stacks
and finials. The plan form is a six-bay
hall range (with two halls) with fivebay cross wings facing the roads,
with two staircase towers to south
asymmetrically placed. Two storeys
with elaborate timber dormers, these
also with roof finials. The principal
elevations are symmetrical, with
deep eaves. Casement windows with
transoms, the upper panes of small
lights like those to the dormers and
staircase tower; the ground-floor
windows round-arched and with
voussoirs. Entrance to Rothbury Hall
on Azof Street has paired double doors
under similar voussoirs with elaborate
plaster moulding in typanum. Central
entrance to workshops has projecting
hood with swan-neck pediment
supported on bolection-moulded
cornice and hefty console brackets.
The interior retains cast-iron balcony
fronts to former church. Included
as a ‘very weird and exotic’ design
(Buildings of England, London South,
1983, p.248).
Source: https://historicengland.org.uk/
listing/the-list/list-entry/128871

The People’s
Parlour
arrives- 2017
The PEOPLE’S PARLOUR are

Elaborate plaster moulding

Ann Webb
Brian Embleton
Christine Shephard
Cynthia Cox
Helen Clare
Hetty Buckingham
Humphrey Greaves
Jackie Embleton
Jakki Gillett

Janice Woolston
Jean Harvie
Lil Pearce
Linda Birt
Margaret Mosely
Mary Forsythe
Mary Woodhead
Patrick Ives
Pauline Rybacki

Peggy Dipple
Sharda Sharma
Sheila O’Shea
Sheila Keeble
Susan Bleach
Sylvia Fitzpatrick
Thomas Rose
Tony Mehrtens

... and many more who have attended occasionally, and also
those who will attend soon!

Today this vibrant mask
hangs on entry to the building

