
Locke and Nesham:  Builders. 
 

According to the English Heritage listing, Littlehampton Fort was constructed by a London 
building firm, “Messrs Lock and Wesham.”  This typing error gives the impression that the 
fort was built by some unknown and unimportant business, but in fact nothing could be 
further from the truth. 

 
In fact the building firm was known as ‘Locke and Nesham’ and was very well known indeed. 
It was run by George Locke and Thomas Nesham from their premises at 68 Theobalds Road, 
London. 
 
Theobalds Road is in Camden, central London, in what is now a very expensive area. 
 

 
 
George Locke was born in Scotland in 1804. His wife was Ann Celia Pulman, born in 
Brighton, Sussex in 1807; they married in Bloomsbury in 1830 and they had a sons called 
George Archibald born in 1833 who died aged 1; George Thomas born in 1835 who died 
aged 8; Henry born in 1836 and daughters Ann Margaret (Annie) born 1840 and Elizabeth 
Ann (Lizzie) born 1842. In the 1851 census George and his wife are recorded as living at 4 
East Street, Holborn, but their children are lodging elsewhere – Henry in Wandsworth with 
William Potter a property proprietor and the girls with Locke’s foreman, a carpenter called 



James Fotheringham at 7, New North Street, Holborn.  Why the family was not together is 
not known, however there is evidence that George’s wife was an invalid and so perhaps 
unable to look after her family.  
 
Records for the Martins Grove Estate, Crayford Kent show that two houses there were 
designed by John Shaw an architect and surveyor from Holborn and built by Locke and 
Nesham in 1850. One was occupied by Shaw himself and one by George Locke with “the 
house occupied by Mr Locke designed to facilitate the movement of his wife, an invalid.”i 
 
Thomas Nesham was born in 1815 in the City of London and at aged 15 was apprenticed to 
an armourer.  
 

 
 
 
 



Thomas Nesham’s wife was Jane Van Voorst, born in 1812 in Newington, Surrey; they 
married in Brixton in 1844 and they had three children- Robert born 1846, Charles born 
1848 and Mary Jane born 1851 who died aged 1. In the 1851 census they are recorded as 
living at 15 Harpur Street, Holborn, which was near the builder’s yard and East Street.  .  
 
How Locke and Nesham met and came to set up the firm is not known. 

The area of Holborn where Locke and Nesham lived was part of the 13 acre Bedford Charity 
Estate (also known as the Harpur Trust Estate).  The freeholder was a charity set up by 
William Harpur of Bedford who became Lord Mayor of London in 1561. Charity accounts 
show that from 1843 the firm of Locke and Nesham had long leases on numerous premises 
on this estate: 11 & 12 Bedford Street; 4 East Street; 15 Harpur Street; 33, 34, 35 & 36 New 
North Street; 68, 69, 73 &74a Theobalds Road. ii Judging from the 1851 census, they rented 
out the majority of these houses to local tradesmen.  
 
We can find out about the firm from the transcript of a court case at the Old Bailey on April 
3rd 1843, when a Thomas Clarke was indicted for stealing from their yard 2 wooden boards 
value 3 shillings; 2 boxes value 7 shillings and 5 wooden laths value 6 pence. At the trial 
Thomas Nesham, describing himself as a builder and carpenter, stated that his firm had only 
recently moved to new premises in Theobalds Road from a yard in Red Lion-place, Cock-
lane, West Smithfield. He said his yard gates generally shut at six o'clock at night, and 
opened at six in the morning. The firm had 300 men in its employ and the yard contained 
such a large quantity of material that the stolen goods were not missed for several weeks - 
they had two or three thousand boards of the same description. The stolen goods, found in 
Thomas Clarke’s cellar were identified by the brand mark “L and N” on them. 
 

 
Notes on the Marine Glue by Alfred Jeffrey, patentee, to which is added a number of testimonials. 
London 1844 

 

 
The firm of Locke and Nesham was very busy in the 1840s and 1850s and was responsible 
for building a very large number of private and public buildings, including a large number of 
churches of all denominations.  A selection of their projects is considered here:- 
 
 



 
1. The Royal Naval School at New Cross 1843-4 
 
The foundation stone of the Royal Naval School was laid by Prince Albert on 1st June 1843 
and the school was ready to receive pupils on 19th August 1844. The building was erected by 
Locke and Nesham following the designs of John Shaw Jnr. (the one who designed Martin’s 
Grove). It was constructed from red brick with white stone windows and cornices.iii  
 

  
The Royal Naval College New Cross 

 

Here is an account of the ceremony to lay the foundation stone: 
 
The royal standard was now hoisted, a salute was fired from a park of artillery stationed in 

the adjoining grounds, the military band in attendance commenced the National anthem and 

his Royal Highness was greeted with a simultaneous cheer from the pupils of the school and 

the company, who now accounted for 2000. 

A copy of the following scroll, deposited in a vase was read to Prince Albert:-  

“The foundation stone of the Royal Naval School was laid by his Royal Highness Prince 

Albert KG on the 1
st
 day of June 1843, in the sixth year of the reign of Her Majesty Queen 

Victoria.” 

The usual coins deposited on such occasions were next handed to the Prince by Sir Charles 

Ogle, and likewise deposited in the vase. The builder then applied the mortar to the 

foundation stones, leaving a small space to be completed by his Royal Highness, and the 

signal having been given to the men at the winches, the stone was lowered; the Prince 

performed the customary operation and declared “the stone to be completely and properly 

laid.” 

A salute from the artillery followed his Royal Highness’s declaration, the military band 

struck up “Rule Britannia” and three hearty cheers were given by the company. 

 Jackson's Oxford Journal Saturday, June 3, 1843 
 



The school was a charitable institution for educating the sons of less affluent officers of the 
Royal Navy or Royal Marines, with preference given to those whose fathers had been killed 
in the service of their country. Sons of civilians were also accepted at a somewhat increased 
rate of payment. Pupils were admitted between the ages of 8 and 14 and received an 
education which prepared them for university, naval or military service. The building was 
taken over by the Goldsmiths Technical institute and is now the main building of Goldsmiths 
College. 

 
 
 
2. Aylesbury Prison, Buckinghamshire 1843-7. 
 
In 1843 the magistrates of Aylesbury advertised for architects to submit quotes and plans 
for building a new prison. The winning architect was Charles James Peirce and Locke and 
Nesham undertook the building work, beating seven other firms. Their quote was for 
£40,800. 
 

 Aylesbury Prison 
 



 

 
Aylesbury Prison opened in the spring of 1847 providing accommodation for 285 inmates. It 
was built of red brick with dressed stone quoining. Inside tall red brick cell blocks several 
stories high under a slate roof surrounded the central courtyard. The building still stands, 
the main facade largely unchanged and it remains a prison.iv 
 
 3. Windsor Castle, Berkshire 1845 
 
Locke and Nesham’s tender of £4,995 was accepted for repairing the Henry VIII gateway and 

rebuilding the Salisbury Tower and ajoining buildings to form residences for the Poor 



Knights of Windsor (military veterans). They also restored the St George’s chapel in stone, 

using ‘Pratts carving machine’ and installed vanes on top.v  

 
 

St George’s Chapel, Windsor 
 
4. Winchester Prison, Hampshire 1847-1849  
 
Based on the success of Aylesbury prison Charles James Peirce was awarded the contract to 
design Winchester prison and he in turn recommended Locke and Nesham as builders. The 
original estimate was £38,799 but then the builders were asked to erect, in addition to the 
prison, a police station with a chief constable’s house and also a private road to the new 
prison and 10 warders’ cottages. When the works were completed in September 1849 the 
final bill was £70,925/4s/10d. This time things did not go so smoothly and Locke and 
Nesham ended up in dispute with the Winchester magistrates. Although the work was 
completed and signed off by the architect in September, the magistrates did not settle the 
bill until May 1850 and then in July 1850 wrote to Locke and Nesham requesting a refund of 
£5,014/4s/10d and in August 1851 went to court to recover their money.  
 
Report of the select committee of justices for the county of Southampton, respecting the 
erection of a prison fur the county, and the erection of the head quarters of the county 
constabulary force, presented at the Epiphany quarter sessions, 1851: 

The plan, when arranged, was submitted to the competition of eight very eminent builders 

London, and a contract, after some negotiation and abatement on their original offer, was 

finally made with Messrs. Locke and Nesham, who had given in the lowest tender. 

That the building proceeded throughout its whole course without difficulty, and without 

giving your committee cause for complaint and dissatisfaction, cannot be said. 

The contractors showed on some occasions a disposition to execute their work in a manner 

calculated, as it seemed to your committee, to evade their just liabilities to the county, and 

requiring the utmost vigilance on the part of the architect; while the architect himself, Mr. C. 



J. Pierce, whom the committee had engaged from their knowledge of his having built a 

similar prison at Aylesbury, and also from the recommendations which they received of him 
failed to justify the expectations thus raised. 

 

                                                           
i www.bexley.gov.uk 
ii
 Schools inquiry commission 1868 

iii The Naval and military sketch book, and history of adventure by flood and field 1845. 
iv www.buckscc.gov.uk 
v The Standard Saturday, October 04, 1845; pg. 6  
 

In cases of dispute with the contractors, sometimes arising from his own neglect of proper 

precautions in drawing the specifications, his incompetence became apparent, while, towards 

the end of the work, he displayed an indifference to the interests of the county, and a marked 

preference of those to which they were opposed. 

From this state of things has resulted a payment to the contractors, under the sanction of Mr. 

Pierce, which was, in the opinion of your committee, so unwarrantable, that they thought it to 

be their duty to direct the treasurer to commence an action for the recovery of the money. 

The case was due to be heard at the Assizes in Salisbury but before it came to court the 
magistrates withdrew their claim, and Locke and Nesham were granted £100 costs against 
the magistrates to cover the defence legal expenses.v 
 
5. Bloomsbury Baptist chapel, London  1848 
 

 

THIS chapel is nearly finished, and occupies 

a square piece of ground between the 

French Protestant church and Bedford 

chapel, Bloomsbury street: it is being 

erected for the Baptist denomination. 

There is accommodation on the ground floor 

for about 400 persons in pews, with a 

vestibule and two vestry rooms. In the 

towers are staircases leading to the 

basement and gallery floors, the whole 

extent of the former being set apart for two 

schools, for boys and for girls. The galleries 

occupy three sides of the chapel, with an 

organ gallery on the fourth; these will 

accommodate 470 persons in pews, with a 

separate gallery for 250 children: total 

accommodation, 1,180. 

The ceiling is divided into panelled compartments, with a large coved circle in the centre, 

from which drops a pierced pendant, carrying a large chandelier, constructed upon the 

principle of Professor Faraday's patent, provision being made for conveying the vitiated air 

into the upper part of the towers, where it is discharged. The span of the roof, clear of 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

supports, is 6-5 feet. The height from the floor to the ceiling is 39 feet. The whole building is 

neatly a square, and covers a superficial area of 5,150 feet. 

The shell of the building is composed of white brick, with Caen stone dressings. The circular 

window, seen in the engraving, is 18 feet 6 inches diameter. A degree of ornament has been 

imparted to the two towers, and other portions of the building, by simply omitting the bricks 

in a regular pattern. 

The height of the spires is 117 feet; they are covered with red ornamental tiles, designed to 

suit the style. The flank elevations have two tiers of semicircular-headed windows, with 

moulded brick jambs and stone label mouldings; these are divided by piers, which form five 

bays to each flank, having enriched strings connected with the towers, and executed in 

ornamental brick, the whole being surmounted with a stone cornice. 

The window casements are composed of moulded zinc, and divided into an octagon and 

lozenge-shaped pattern; on the glass is to be worked embossed ornaments. 

The whole of the work has been creditably executed by Messrs. Locke and Nesham, from the 

designs, and under the direction, of Mr. Gibson, of Westminster. 

The cost, exclusive of the site, will be about £8,000. 
- Baptist reporter and missionary intelligencer, Volume 22 1848 

 
6. Wandsworth Prison, Surrey 1849-1851 
 
Wandsworth Prison was built in 1849 as the Surrey House of Correction and was intended 
for those serving short sentences.  It was designed by D R Hill of Birmingham and 
constructed on a 26 acre site at a cost of £140,319/ 11s/ 4d. It held a total of 1000 
prisoners; the main part of the prison was for male prisoners with a smaller separate 
building for females. The first prisoners were admitted in 1851. Locke and Nesham were the 
builders. 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
 
Surrey County Gaol at Wandsworth.—this edifice, erected as a substitute for the gaols of 

Guildford, Kingston, &c, is now completed. It is built upon Wandsworth-common, on an 

elevated and salubrious site. The external walls enclose an area of 13 acres, a large portion 

of which is appropriated as airing grounds, &c~, the remainder by the building, which is of 

an irregular pentagonal form, about 1000 feet in length and 660 feet in depth. The style is 

plain, consisting of massive brickwork, with stone quoins and dressings; the interior having 

all the modern improvements and arrangements, and is entirely fireproof. The gaol is 

calculated for 335 males and 165 females; a separate cell for each, measuring 13 by 7 feet, 

and 7 feet in height. There are also 47 reception and punishing cells, the whole of the 

floorings of which, in order effectually to exclude damp, are laid with Orsi and Armani's 

metallic lava. The chapel has 394 separate sittings; the flooring is laid with chequered blue 

and white Staffordshire tiles. The kitchen, laundry, &c. are isolated from the main building. 

D. Hill, Esq. furnished the designs, which have been carried out in an able manner by 

Messrs. Locke and Nesham the builders. 

The civil engineer and architects journal 1851 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

Quotation from Locke and Nesham for building Wandsworth prison.v 

During the course of building the prison Locke and Nesham had a large number of bricks 
stolen; a crime which resulted in a trial at the Old Bailey on 21st October 1850. Charles 
Onley, 34, a labourer; William Goddard, 54, labourer and John Savage,25, carman were 
indicted for stealing the bricks and Robert Coomer was indicted for receiving stolen goods. 
The trial showed the huge extent of Locke and Nesham’s enterprise. 
 
In order to build the prison Locke and Nesham rented a wharf on the waterside in 
Wandsworth so barges could bring in bricks, stones, tiles cement etc. Henry Everist of 
Temple Farm, Strood, Kent supplied the bricks and transported them on his barge, the 
James, to the wharf. The bricks were worth £1/10s/- a thousand and by September 1849 
Everist had supplied 5,000,000 bricks.  Locke and Nesham contracted Mr Bugbee of Artillery 
Row Westminster to unload the barge and cart the bricks a mile and a half from the wharf 
to the prison at a cost of 3 shillings a thousand.  Onley, Goddard and Savage were all in Mr 
Bugbee’s employ. In September 1849 Everist sent 55,000 bricks to the wharf but only 53,000 
were delivered to the prison. The builders became suspicious and heard rumours that their 
bricks were being used to build small houses in Battersea. One day one of Locke and 
Nesham’s men followed a cart driven by Goddard to a yard at the rear of the Europa public 
house Battersea, two miles from the wharf in the wrong direction, where 1,000 bricks were 
unloaded and Coomer, a local builder, used them to build a wall round the pub garden. 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

Then the police were called in. Coomer said he paid Bugbee’s men £1/6s/- a thousand for 
the bricks plus 2 shillings for the delivery. 
 
The defendants claimed that the bricks delivered to Coomer were not Locke and Nesham’s 
bricks but bricks dredged up from the river mud at the dock and were mainly brickbats – 
broken bricks. However, this assertion was not substantiated and Onley, Goddard and 
Savage were found guilty, although Coomer was deemed not guilty. 
 
7. Lewes Prison, Sussex  1851-3 
 
The construction of Lewes Prison on a site then outside the town began in 1849, and it 
opened in 1853. One of its first uses was to hold three hundred Finnish grenadiers as part of 
the Crimean War. The guards had been captured defending Bomarsund Fortress on the 
Åland Islands in the Baltic Sea. The grenadiers were later released and repatriated to 
Finland. 
 
The architect was the same as at Wands worth- D R Hill of Birmingham. Originally the 
builder was William Trego of Coleman Street, London, a very extensive contractor for 
railways and other public works, but in November 1851 he was declared bankrupt in a case 
that caused a sensation at the time. At the time he went bankrupt Trego had done £9,374 
worth of work on the prison but had only been paid £6, 704/10s/-, but when he tried to 
claim what was owed to him he found that the Lewes magistrates were refusing to pay. 
Moreover, they had taken possession of all his materials and plant and reallocated the 
contract to Locke and Nesham who finished the job.v 

 

 
 

 
Russian prisoners in Lewes Gaol Illustrated London News October 15th 1854. 

 
 
 
 
When the job was finished the local paper reported: 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

“It is rendering but a bare act of justice when we state that the manner in which they have 

executed their several contracts reflects the highest credit on their skill and talent as 

tradesmen; it appears to be the commonly expressed opinion of all who have seen the prison 

that the work, in all its branches, is first rate, and for excellence of execution will bear 

comparison with any of its kind in the kingdom.” 
 Sussex Advertiser  August 23rd 1853 

 

 
 

 
 

Lloyds Weekly Register August 28th 1853 and September 4th 1853 
 

 

8. The Engine House for the Great Western Railway at Kensal New Town, London  1853. 
 
Locke and Nesham won the contract to build a new engine house for the Great Western 
Railway at Kensal New –town about half a mile down the line from the terminus at 
Paddington. Kensal New-town had been a remote desolate area until the Great Western 
Railway arrived in 1838 since when it had become rapidly industrialised. 
 
The building was 700 feet long, 72 feet wide and 20 feet tall to the top of the wall and 33 
high to the top of the roof (l 213x w 22 x h 10 m). The roof rafters, known as principals, were 
made of wrought iron each weighing 25.5 cwt (1,300 kg). The all-metal design was based on 
the Crystal Palace of 1851.  
 
On Saturday 8th October 1853 a terrible accident occurred when a massive iron girder fell to 
the ground, striking and crushing the men who were in its way. One man named John Dring 
was found dead under a portion of the girder, with his scalp cut completely off and his 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

brains protruding, his thighs broken, and his body seriously mutilated. Five other men were 
very seriously injured, and two or three more were hurt less severely. 
 
An inquest was held into the death of John Dring who aged 23 and married with two 
children. The case was heard by a coroner and a jury of 15 the majority of whom were 
builders. They visited the scene of the accident where “the fallen principals covered the 
ground like a network and a portion of the skull of the deceased had been left on the spot 
where he died for the satisfaction of the coroner and jury”. They also examined a wooden 
model of the site especially made for the occasion by Locke and Nesham. 
 
The roof of the Engine House was constructed from 30 girders. They were lifted up into 
position by a “dyrrick” which consisted of a number of scaffold poles lashed together. The 
dyrrick was kept upright by guy ropes which were tied to the top and then fixed to the floor 
by stakes. A rope was tied round the girder and then pulleys on the top and bottom of the 
dyrrick were used to lift it into place.  When the thirtieth girder was being installed 
somehow the dyrrick slipped, causing the girder to twist and the rope holding it to break. It 
was thought that the guy ropes had come loose. The girder then came crashing 30 feet (9m) 
to the floor, bringing down with it some of the other ironwork, including a socket weighing 
25 cwt. (1270kg) 
 

At the inquest all the workmen questioned said they were happy with the materials and 
practices at the site and there was no suggestion of misconduct or carelessness- “I never 
saw a job carried out more steadily or soberly”. A verdict of accidental death was given with 
no recommendations. It was noted that this was the first accident that Locke and Nesham 
had experienced v 
 
9. All Saints Church, Belvedere. Kent 1853 
 

 

OPENING OF ALL SAINTS CHURCH, 

NEAR BELVEDERE, ERITH. 

All Saints Belvedere was solemnly opened 

yesterday in the presence of a large 

concourse of persons. The church which 

stands on the high road, at the junction of 

Belvedere and Erith Roads, is a handsome 

structure of cruciform shape. It is built of 

brick faced with cut flint, the windows and 

doors being ornamented with dressings of 

Caen stone, and contains nave, chancel and 

side aisles.  

The roof is raised on pointed arches, and the supports spring from ornamental bases of 

carved stone. 

The site for the church was presented by Sir E. Culling Eardley, Bart, whose property 

adjoins, and who has liberally assisted to promote church extensions and religious 

instruction in the neighbourhood.  The church, which is in the diocese of Canterbury was 

built by Messers Locke and Nesham of Theobalds Road and forms a very conspicuous and 

pleasing object in the scenery of this picturesque neighbourhood. 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

The Morning Chronicle Friday, October 21, 1853. 

10. Shoreham Lock, Sussex 1854 

Locke and Nesham won the contract to build the Southwick Ship Canal and lock to the River 
Adur at Shoreham.  Southwick Canal is a canal that branches off from the river estuary and 
is parallel to the shore to provide a tide-free docking area for ships. 
 
When the building work was finished Locke and Nesham held an auction at their site at 
Hall’s Wharf Southwick on 14th August 1854. 
 
The items which did not sell were left on the wharf and the next day the site foreman- John 
Pushman, reported that two brass bearers, weighing 21lbs (9.5 kgs) and valued at £2, had 
been stolen from the yard during the night. Mr James Lutley, the agent of Locke and 
Nesham investigated with the police and located the brasses at the shop of William 
Johnstone, a marine store dealer of 12 Great Russell Street Brighton. Not only did Lutley find 
the two brasses there but also  three other bearing brasses , the property of Locke and 
Nesham, and some lead pipes that, he had no doubt, had been sold at the sale on Monday. 
William Johnstone testified that he had been sold the five brasses by William Bradley, a 
marine store dealer at Southwick and that he, Johnstone, had bought the lead pipes at the 
auction- only that he had bought 7 pipes but when he came to pick them up from Pushman 
only 5 pipes were there. 
 

v 
After police investigations John Pushman, the foreman, was charged with the theft of five 
brasses belonging to a mortar mill, two lead pipes and a rope weighing 6.5 lbs (3kgs), found 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

at Bradley’s shop. William Bradley was charged with receiving stolen goods. They were tried 
at Chichester Assizes and imprisoned at Petworth house of correction.v

 

 
11. Littlehampton Fort, Sussex 1854 

 
Locke and Nesham won the contract to build Littlehampton fort by submitting a 
 “tender greatly below those sent in by our local contractors.”

v
 .  

According to a report of 1883 the contract price for the fort was £7,146/-/-,   but the final cost 

was £7,615/10s/-
v
 . It was built of brick and flint. 

 

The work was overseen by Captain Fenwick of the Royal Engineers and proceeded rapidly. It 
was begun in January 1854 and ended in November. The local paper regarded it as 
“an interesting work, embracing all the contrivances of modern science for fortifications on 

this scale.”
v
 

 

 
 
It is not known how many other buildings the firm constructed for the army. House of 
Commons returns relating to huts supplied to the Ordnance 1854-5 and 1855-6 show: 
 

Contractor Amount of each 
contract 

Price per hut Dimensions of huts 
in feet 

Locke and Nesham £3,011/10s/- £38/-/- 
£141/-/- 
£70/-/- 

30x30 
60x20 
30x30 

“ £6,174/-/- £73/10s/- 45x24 

“ £10,358/12s/6d £200/2s/6d 
£96/9s/6d 

76x16 
32x16 

“ £4,427/10s/- £126/10s/- 60x20 
 

It is likely that some of these huts were built for shipping to the Crimea for troops 
overwintering in 1855. 

 
12. St Anne’s Roman Catholic Church, Brick Lane, Spitalfields. 1848- 1855. 
 
The Roman Catholic Church of St Anne's was built to serve large Irish community who had 
arrived in the Spitalfields area during the potato famine of the late 1840s. Today, as well as 
its own congregation the Church is home to Brazilian worshippers, for whom services are 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

conducted in Portuguese. The church was built of Kentish ragstone with ashlar dressings. It 
was begun in 1848 and mainly completed by 1855. The designer was Gilbert Blount.  
 

CONSECRATION OF A CATHOLIC CHURCH IN LONDON. On Saturday morning a new 

Catholic church for the accommodation of professors of that faith residing in the 

neighbourhood of Spitalfields was consecrated by Cardinal Wiseman in the presence of 

several other ecclesiastical dignitaries and a large congregation. The edifice, which is 

dedicated to St Anne, and situate in Brick Lane is, although somewhat plain, rather monastic 

in style of architecture. The church is built from a design of Mr Blount, architect, by Messrs 

Locke and Nesham, of the decorated early English style, thirteenth century, under the 

superintendence of Mr Sewell, and is 100 feet long, 76 feet wide, 80 feet high. The seats and 

ceiling are of stained deal Baltic timber, with stone carved angles (sic) supporting the 

principals and paved with black and red tiles, the cost of which is £12,000. 

Freeman's Journal and Daily Commercial Advertiser (Dublin, Ireland), Monday, September 

10th, 1855 

 
St Annes Spitalfields. 

 
13. South Lambeth Water Works 1855. 
 
The Metropolis Water Act of 1852 had ordered that reservoirs be covered over to prevent 
the water from getting polluted and Locke and Nesham were commissioned to cover over 
the reservoirs at the South Lambeth Waterworks on Brixton hill. There were 4 reservoirs 
each 700 feet long, 200 feet wide and 22 feet deep. They were supplied with water from 
Thames Ditton by pipes of large dimensions  
 
The reservoirs were covered, or vaulted in, by a series of brick arches each about 30 feet 
wide and 20 feet in height, with the top of the arches coated in a layer of clay two feet thick. 
Between 200 and 300 labourers were generally employed on the site, working at night by 
the light of gas burners and fires.v 
 

 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

On the morning of 30th May a terrible accident took place at the reservoirs in which four 
men lost their lives. Without scarcely any warning, twelve or fourteen of the arches gave 
way and fell to the bottom of the reservoir with a loud crash, burying beneath them the 
men who were at work below, with the labourers who were engaged on the top falling into 
the rubble. Many men were trapped in the ruins and although all the local people turned 
out to help it took most of the day to free them all. Many had a narrow escape including the 
superintending foreman, who had taken a friend down to inspect the works when suddenly 
he heard a loud crack. They succeeded in jumping into the next reservoir at the moment the 
mass came down, but so hairbreadth was their escape that some of the brickwork caught 
their legs, throwing them over and holding them down until rescuers dug them out. As well 
as the four dead who had been crushed and badly mutilated, seven men were seriously 
injured and several thousand pounds worth of damage was sustained. 
 
At the inquest held at the George IV tavern on Brixton Hill the jury returned a verdict of 
accidental death- 
“The deceased persons were accidently killed by the fall of the arches at Brixton reservoirs 
of the Lambeth Waterworks, and the jury are of the opinion that the cause of the fall of the 
arches arose from the fact of the centres being removed before the wheeling and placing 
the earth had been completed, and we would suggest that a half-inch course more of 
brickwork should in future be used in the formation of the arches”. v 
 
During the second half of the 20th century the covered reservoirs with their brick vaulted 
roofs were grassed over and subsequently used as a sports ground. Thames Water still 
retains the 11-acre site to the south and west of Windmill Gardens. 

 
˜ 

1855 was a very bad year for Locke and Nesham and it is rather surprising that the firm was 
able to carry out the waterworks job at all.  
 
On February 14th 1855 George Locke died of pulmonary congestion. He was buried at the 
modern and prestigious cemetery of All Souls Kensal Green on 21st February 1855, aged 51. 
 
He had made a will dated 1st February 1855 which stated that James Fotheringham, his 
foreman, should act as the guardian of his three children while they were minors. He also 
instructed that his son, Henry Locke, should be apprenticed to Thomas Nesham and train as 
a builder so he could be in a position to take over his father’s share of the business.v James 
Fotherington’s wife was Jessie Locke born in Scotland to George Locke, carpenter, in 1823, 
so it is likely she was a relation. 
 
But before the executors of Locke’s will had obtained probate Thomas Nesham died as well, 
aged 40, on August 12th 1855. He died in Zurich after a three day illness but details are not 
known.v That the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology opened in Zurich in 1855 may or may 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

not be connected. It comprised six departments: architecture, civil engineering, mechanical 
engineering, chemistry, forestry, mathematics and was the first of its kind.  
 
The firm of Locke and Nesham was soon wound up. 
MESSRS. LOCKE and NESHAM, Builders, deceased. All persons having CLAIMS to the 

ESTATE of the late firm are requested to send in their accounts addressed to the executors at 

15 Theobalds Road Bloomsbury. 

The Times November 6th 1855 
Then their stock was sold off. 
 
Portpool-lane.-Valuable Builder’s Stock, of Seasoned Timber, Plant, Implements, and 

Effects, on the Premises of the late Messrs Locke and Nesham, MESSRS. EVERSFIELD and 

HORNE are instructed by the Executors, to prepare for SALE, in June, the first portion of the 

valuable STOCK and EFFECTS, which will comprise a large quantity of well-seasoned 

yellow and white deals and battens, prepared floor boards and battens, pine plank, matched 

boarding and skirting, die square timber and quartering, oak cills dry wainscot and 

mahogany, stone steps, slabs, and paving, also several builders carts, stone trucks and timber 

carriage, scaffold boards , poles and putlogs, crab engines, hoisting jacks, blocks and falls , 

ladders, wheeling planks, barrows, pile driving engines and monkeys, saw tackle, the 

contents of the joiners, plasterers painters and smiths shops, 40 work benches and numerous 

other effects. The day of Sale will be shortly Announced, and catalogues will be sent post free 

to any parties who will apply to the auctioneers, 40, Parliament- street Westminster 

The Times, May 12, 1856 
 

Gray’s-inn- lane -- Important Business Premises suitable for builders, wheelwrights, 

pianoforte makers, cab proprietors and others. MESSRS. EVERSFIELD and HORNE have 

received instructions from the Executors of the late Mr Thomas Nesham, to SELL by 

AUCTION at the Mart on Tuesday, October 21 (unless an acceptable offer by private 

contract be  previously made) the beneficial LEASE of the extensive BUILDERS PREMISES 

in Portpool-lane, Gray’s –inn lane, lately occupied by the late firm of Locke and Nesham, 

and which comprise a large open yard with two long ranges of well lighted workshops, fitted 

up with tenoning and mortising machines worked by steam power, large covered drying 

sheds, smiths’ painters’ and plasters’ shops, counting house, saw pit, timber stages and other 

convenience; the whole enclosed with folding gates and lighted with gas. Held on a lease for 

a long term at the low ground rent of £65 a year. May be viewed and particulars had of 

Messrs Kempster, solicitors Kennington-lane; at the mart; and at the auctioneers 40, 

Parliament street’ or Coal Exchange. 

The Times, October 6, 1856 
 
Thomas Nesham had made a will sharing his property between his wife, Jane and his son, 
Robertv. Mrs Jane Nesham lived until 1865. Robert went on to become a very wealthy man 
as a manufacturer of lead shot in Lambeth and Charles became a barrister; in 1898 they 
both inherited a small fortune from their uncle John Van Voorst, Jane’s brother, who was a 
wealthy publisher of books on nature.  
 
The properties leased by Locke and Nesham from the Bedford Charity were divided up with 
three going to James Fotheringham and seven going to the Nesham family.v  
 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

However, it appears that the winding up of the firm did not go entirely smoothly and there 
was a legal dispute about the terms of George Locke’s will. 
 
PURSUANT to a Decree of the High Court of Chancery made in a cause Henry Locke and 

others  against James  Fotheringham all persons claiming to be creditors and incumbrances 

upon the real and leasehold estates of George Locke, of Theobald's-road, in the  county of 

Middlesex, Builder, the testator, in the proceedings named who died in or about the month of 

February 1855 are by their solicitors, on or before the 1st day of November 1856,  to come  

in  and prove  their debts or claims at the chambers of the Vice-Chancellor Stuart, No 11, 

Old-square Lincoln’s- inn in the county of Middlesex, or in default thereof they will be 

peremptorily excluded from the benefit of the said Decree. Thursday, the 6th day of 

November, 1856, at twelve o'clock at noon, at the said chambers, is appointed for hearing 

and adjudicating upon the claims.— 

Dated this 17th day of July 1856 

 

The London Gazette, July 22, 1856  
 
In the 1861 census Henry Locke is listed as living in Greenwich with his father’s housekeeper 
and working as a silk salesman. Lizzie is living in Lambeth with Annie who married a 
Commission Agent. Mrs Ann Locke died in a lunatic asylum in 1860.  
 
The premises at 68 Theobalds Road were taken over by James Fotheringham who set up a 
new building firm with Henry Patman. 
 
Date 1856 Nov. 20- Description Contract between Postmaster General and Henry Patman 

and James Fotheringham of Theobalds Road, Red Lion Square, Middlesex, builders, and 

their sureties James Fletcher, plumber, and William Taylor, whitesmith, both of Middlesex, 

for supply to the Post Office Department, between Jan and Apr 1857, of 1000 wooden boxes 

for conveyance of mails. Patman and Fotheringham to be paid £1/ 4s per box. Includes box 

specification with diagrams. 

- catalogue.postalheritage.org.uk 

Patman and Fotheringham built many of the West End theatres and survived as a building 
firm until the 1960s when they were taken over by Higgs and Hill. 

˜ 
The plaque at Littlehampton Fort repeats the error that the builders were “Lock and 
Wesham”. This is unfortunate because the people of Littlehampton must have been excited 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
 

by being the site of a new fort, the first built to protect England from invasion by  
Napoleon III and by being visited by contractors from such a prestigious London firm. The 
fort was one of their very last commissions. 
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