
Buildings in our area - Woodlands 

Walking around our local area you are sometimes surprised to stumble across 

some amazing buildings, some looking a little tired and unloved whilst others 

are still very grand and they lead you to imagine who might have lived there or 

how the buildings were used in the past.  

One such house, whilst having seen a range of different uses, is currently a 

school – the Steiner School in Mycenae Road.  The school took over the 

building in 2007 after having been an art gallery, with a local history library on 

the first floor, since 1972 when it was known as Woodlands.   

The London Borough of Greenwich had acquired the building in 1967 after it 

had been the first community home outside France for the Little Sisters of the 

Assumption in the 1920s and used as a hostel for Belgian refugees during 

WW1. 

Until then, Woodlands was the family home of Alfred Yarrow a local river ship 

builder – who later became a baronet and was renowned for his philanthropic 

work and whose great, great grandson is Damian Lewis the actor. 

However, the origins of the house are thanks to another man with links to 

ships and shipping - John Julius Angerstein. 

 

John Julius leased the land from Sir Gregory Page, the estate owner of nearby 

Wricklemarsh, and around 1772 had his house built which twenty years later 

was described: “occupies a situation uncommonly beautiful” with a lake, ice-

house, fine conservatory and magnificent views of the river (Thames) and the 

Essex shore.  John Julius, born in Russia with a family tradition stating he had 

royal parentage, became a Lloyd’s underwriter and eventually, under his 

guidance as chairman reorganised its operation to become one of the most 

important institutions in the country. 



His short first marriage to Anna Crockett ended in her death after only two 

years, he then married Elizabeth Lucas the widow of Thomas Lucas, director of 

the South Sea Company and West Indies merchant; she brought to the 

marriage a plantation on St Kitts in the Caribbean.   

During the latter part of the eighteenth century Lloyd’s was heavily involved in 

insuring ships carrying cargo around the world adding to the rapid 

development of British industries of the time.  The transportation of goods 

such as brandy and guns to West Africa was part of a ‘triangulation trade’ 

taking, for instance, brandy and guns to West Africa where they were 

exchanged for enslaved West Africans, who were then sold in the West Indies 

and North America with the same ships then bringing rum, sugar, etc back to 

Britain. 

There is conflicting evidence over Angerstein’s role in this trading, what is clear 

is that he was invited to act as a trustee for creditors of a trade venture that 

had failed and who were also his friends and clients; the assets included sugar 

and coffee estates and woodland in the West Indies and it was his, and other 

trustees, job to save what they could for the creditors and then for the original 

investors.  The audit included around 1,500 acres of plantation and a little over 

400 slaves.  In his defence, his biographer Anthony Twist, reminds us that he 

was a trustee of estates not an owner (having sold his wife’s plantation) and 

served on many charitable committees with William Wilberforce.  

Nevertheless, other historians, such as James Walvin, point out his name 

appears in the Slave Compensation register and the Slave Register for estates 

in Grenada. 

John Julius Angerstein clearly had amassed a huge fortune (Woodlands not 

being his only property – others in Pall Mall and Weeting Hall in Norfolk.) This 

supported his of love of fine art and enabled him to purchase some of the most 

highly regarded paintings on sale in London at the time; these included work 

by Rubens, Turner, Correggio, Titan, Hogarth, Rembrandt, Velasquez and 

Raphael and after his death in 1823 the British government bought thirty-eight 

of these for £60,000 to form the basis of the National Gallery collection.  He 

and his family worshipped at St Alfege, Greenwich and so it was fitting he 

should be buried there.  His prosperity does not seem to have been maintained 

by his heirs, some of whom did not have surviving children and the eventual 

heir to Woodlands, John Julius’ son, William, gave up the house and mortgaged 



Weetings, sold pictures and the family library and seems to have died 

intestate. 

A local walk might include crossing the Angerstein Line (now a goods line 

carrying aggregates) from a secluded alley in Fairthorn Road; a visit to 

Woodlands where you can see the house and what remains of the garden; his 

graveyard at St Alfege Church and maybe some refreshment at the Angerstein 

Hotel. A visit further afield to the National Gallery still retains the Angerstein 

Collection. 
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