
Enderby House 

Buildings in our area – Enderby House  

 

A number of my local walks have led me along the wonderful Thames Path.  

Although in places and at certain times it can be very busy, even in our neck of 

the woods it is not hard to imagine why people travel great distances to take 

this amazing walk.   

Over a great many years I’ve always been intrigued by one building along the 

riverside in East Greenwich that had been hidden away and totally 

inaccessible, except by a privileged few, and this is the grade ll Enderby House 

built in April 1846. 

Samuel Enderby had come from a family of tanners in Bermondsey but he 

became apprenticed to a cooper and, on completion of the seven year 

apprenticeship, he built his own business described as oil cooper and wood 

and furniture carriage.  He married Elizabeth Buxton in 1752 after which he 

was brought into partnership with her father supplying barrels for his business 

in whale oil.   

Buxton & Enderby had a highly lucrative business with the North American 

whaling fleets in Massachusetts and Nantucket with their ships carrying goods 

out and bringing back whale oil and spermaceti wax (for candles and soap).  

However, their wealth was jeopardised by the near extinction of the sperm 

whale in the northern waters and later when the British Government placed 

embargoes on exports of whale oil after the Boston Tea Party.  It was said that 

two of their ships had their cargo of tea dumped into Boston Harbour.   

Once the Antarctic Circle had been crossed for the first time by Captain James 

Cook in 1773 new, rich whaling grounds were found in abundance and shortly 

afterwards Samuel Snr., his associates and sons set up the company of Samuel 

Enderby & Sons.  Business prospered rapidly and included, as outward delivery 

of ‘goods’, the transportation of convicts to Australia.  In Herman Melville’s 

book ‘Moby Dick’ the whaling ship ‘Pequod’ meets the ‘Samuel Enderby’ and 

has Captain Ahab frantically demanding information of the White Whale from 

the captain of the ‘Samuel Enderby’; he also states Enderby ships founded the 

whaling grounds off of Japan. 
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An office was opened up by the Company in Port Jackson, now Sydney 

Harbour, in 1791 to coordinate the whaling and transportation operations but 

they failed to get permanent contracts for the shipping of convicts but did 

supply goods to the colony.  Captain Bristow on one of the Company’s ships, 

the ‘Ocean’, discovered a small group of islands south of New Zealand one of 

which he named Enderby Island.   

Samuel Snr. died a very wealthy man in 1779 and was buried in St Alfege 

Church, Greenwich, his sons continued the business.  Despite the availability of 

whales in the southern seas the American fleet, because they were a much 

bigger operation, grew in importance and the numbers of whales declined; in 

addition, the need for whale oil was declining as coal gas replaced it for the use 

in street lamps and homes. 

The Company moved into rope and canvas making and purchased a riverside 

area of land to accommodate the factory, but in 1845 it was burnt to the 

ground, it was not known if it was due to accident, spontaneous combustion or 

caused wilfully; but it was reported t the time as being ‘well covered by 

insurances’.  

Fire at Enderby Wharf, 1845 

A house was then built on the site by Charles Enderby incorporating an 

attractive octagonal rook on the first floor, said to enable him to have a wide 

view of Enderby ships, albeit a very small fleet by this time.  The Enderby 

Company finally folded in 1853 after Charles had bankrupted it as a result of 

the establishment of the Enderby Settlement on Erebus Cove near Auckland 

Island. 
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The wharf and house was then taken over by George Elliott, a mining engineer 

from Gateshead, who had been appointed the agent to a local wire rope 

manufacturer and had provided him with colliery wiring.  He saw the potential 

for the use of this rope in the protection of gutta-percha (a form of rubber) to 

cover submarine cables.  Elliott’s connection with accountant, Richard Glass 

led them to form Elliott, Glass & Co. - which went on to make part of the first 

transatlantic submarine cable, which was lost soon after being laid, and a 

series of other transatlantic cables laid by the Great Eastern - under the name 

of the newly reconstituted company The Telegraph Construction and 

Maintenance Co. 

The site continued to be used for cable making well into the 20th century - and 

is reflected in the modern art installation, ‘Lay Lines’, representing the three 

eras of the site’s technology: Telegraph, Telephone, Optical Fibre.  The 

company amalgamated with Siemens Bros. to form Submarine Cables Ltd. as a 

result of the Great Depression limiting the amount of work available for both.  

A succession of owners then held the site including BICC, AEI, STC and 

Northern Telecom until in the 21st century it was taken over by Nokia which 

had acquired its then owner - Alcatel-Lucent.  A battle in 2018 by local 

residents and, the rare combined weight, of local political parties to prevent 

some of the site from being developed into a cruise ship terminal was won and 

Morgan Stanley the current owners of this part of the wharf had to drop the 

highly polluting plan. 

Now part of the site has been sold to Barrett Housing and the house is now a 

pub and restaurant called, of course, Enderby House.   



 

If there’s space for an addition I think this is an interesting story related to the 

Enderbys 

In addition to the story of the Enderby ships being involved in the 

Boston Tea Party there is another that Samuel’s newly married 

daughter, Mary and her husband Nathaniel Wheatley, were on board 

the Beaver at the time the tea was dumped into Boston Bay.  

Nathaniel was born in Boston and had come to London to promote 

his adopted sister Phillis’ poetry.  She was a black African captured by 

slavers in, what is now, Senegal and brought to Boston where 

Nathaniel’s father bought her to assist his sick wife, she was named 

Phillis after the ship which brought her there.  The family treated her 

like a daughter, educating her well – she was reading and writing 

English by the age of ten and later learnt Latin so fluently that she 

could translate Ovid poetry; Phillis had her own first poem published 

when she was 17 and later a book of poems.  She returned to Boston 

to take care of her adopted mother who had become seriously ill; 

after whose death Phillis made an unhappy marriage with her three 

children dying in infancy and the couple struggled against prejudice 

and poverty.  She continued to write poetry but was unable to get it 

published but her work was lauded by George Washington and he 

asked her to visit him in Cambridge, Massachusetts; she died at just 

31. 



 


