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Westminster Bridge 

For many centuries, the bridge between Southwark and the City of London - London Bridge - was the 

only “overland” means of crossing the Thames. Alternatives were the water-boatmen plying up and 

down and across the river, and a number of horse ferries from bank to bank, or the, very inconvenient, 

next up-river bridge, at Kingston-upon-Thames.  

In 1664, the Privy Council was petitioned to approve a bridge to replace the horse-ferry between 

Westminster and Lambeth. This was backed by the MP for Westminster, but opposed by the City of 

London, which collected the tolls for use of London Bridge, and by the Archbishop of Canterbury, who 

profited from the ferry. The proposition was quashed by the simple expedient of the City of London 

Corporation advancing a much needed £100,000 loan to Charles II.    

Another proposal in 1721 suffered a similar fate, with petitions against it from the City of London, the 

Company of Watermen, the West Country Bargemen, the Borough of Southwark, and the inhabitants 

of London Bridge.  

A precedent for the construction of additional bridges across the river was set in 1726, when Parliament 

passed an Act for the building of a wooden bridge between Fulham and Putney, for the convenience of 

travellers to and from the south-west of England. 

As the City of Westminster and the suburbs immediately to the west of the City of London continually 

expanded, ever greater numbers of people were inconvenienced by the lack of easy crossing points 

within the metropolitan area. The matter was once more put before Parliament by the Earl of Pembroke, 

and an Act finally passed in 1736 for the building of an additional bridge running from Westminster 

Stairs on the City of Westminster bank to Lambeth marshes on the south side of the river. It replaced 

the horse ferry that was located just up-river (still remembered in today’s Horseferry Road, SW1, and 

in the remnants of a stone causeway on the southern bank). The Act provided for compensation of 

£25,000 to the ferrymen, and £21,000 to the Archbishop of Canterbury. 
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It was intended the construction work would be publicly funded through a state lottery, but insufficient 

funds were raised. Although four further lotteries were organised, even these did not produce enough 

money, requiring a level of state funding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Westminster and Lambeth, showing the line of the bridge; 1720/30 

The original plan was for Westminster Bridge to have stone piers and a wooden superstructure wide 

enough to cope with the volume of traffic that was foreseen making use of a toll-free crossing. The 

architect chosen to design the bridge was not one of the established English ones, none of whom had 

the necessary experience (and who were likely to be too expensive). Instead, Charles Labelye, a Swiss-

born engineer, an expert in land drainage and harbour works, then working in England, came up with a 

cost-effective proposal. 
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The first stone was laid at a ceremony at the beginning of 1739. The Thames froze over after the first 

two piers had been raised, and they became an attraction for Londoners, who were able to walk across 

the ice and climb them.   

The bad weather break provided for a re-design of the bridge into an all-masonry affair. The Bridge 

Commissioners employed two master masons, Samuel Tuffnell, the mason at Westminster Abbey, and 

Andrews Jelfe, one of the King’s masons, to carry out the consequentially more complex building work. 

Unexpected construction problems resulted in this public-funded bridge, finished in brick, Portland and 

Purbeck stone, being completed years later than planned, and grossly over-running its budget (nothing 

new today then?!), finally opening to traffic in 1750.  

Comprised of fifteen arches, at the time it was recognised as an engineering and design masterpiece. 

One innovation was the inclusion, along the parapet, of alcoves in which to shelter, built over the bridge 

piers. The bridge authorities, however, has to employ twelve watchmen to ensure nothing untoward 

took place within them at night, and to prevent traders from setting up stalls. It was originally lit at night 

by thirty-two oil lamps, later replaced by gas lamps. 

The handsome structure became one of London’s internationally recognized tourist attractions, and 

became the subject of contemporary paintings by a number of artists, including Canaletto, Samuel Scott 

and William Marlow. In 1802, it inspired Wordsworth to write his poem Upon Westminster Bridge. 

The bridge lasted until the 1850s by which time it was suffering from structural weaknesses, and was 

replaced by the present-day bridge. 

 
Westminster Bridge; 1765 
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Andrews Jelfe 

 

Andrews (given his mother’s surname as a Christian name) Jelfe was born in 1689, one of 10 known 

children of William Jelfe (1659/60-1721), a carpenter by trade, and Mary Andrews (c1668-1748). Their 

home was in South Weald parish, and Andrews was baptised at St Peter, South Weald on 17th December 

1689. 

 
Baptism of Andrews Jelfe; 17 December 1689 

 

Precise locations of where individuals lived were not recorded at this period in history. One or two 

sources identify that the Jelfe family was in “Weald End”, essentially that part of the parish located 

around South Weald village. As a whole, the 7,000 acres of South Weald parish encompassed Bentley 

in the north down to Great Warley in the south, and from Wrights Bridge (Old MacDonalds Farm) and 

Wigley Bush Lane in the west across to Doddinghurst Road and Brentwood in the east (see map on 

following page).  

 

Aged 15, Andrews was apprenticed, in 1704, to a London stonemason, either John Keene or Edward 

Strong (with subsequent associations favouring the latter). On completion of his apprenticeship, in 1711, 

he was made a freemason of the City of London, and started his working life in London.  

 

He soon became a part of the Establishment of the day, entering into the services of Queen Anne and 

early Hanoverian monarchs, initially supervising various projects around the country. Some of his 

known activities at this period in his career include: 

 

o 1713: clerk of the works at Newmarket. He was paid in December 1715 for his 

“entertainment” [either employment or living expenses] whilst undertaking this role. 

o 1715: itinerant clerk, for which he received wages in December 1715. 

o 1718: itinerant clerk and draughtsman for the Board of Works. 

o 1719: “Architect and Clerk of Works of all buildings erected or to be erected in the several 

garrisons, forts, castles, fortifications etc belonging to the Office of Ordinance in Great 

Britain”. In this capacity he carried out some work in Scotland. 

o 1720 onwards: clerk of the works for the construction of Morice Yard, Devonport Dockyard. 

o 1723 to 1728: itinerant clerk for the Board of Works. 
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South Weald Parish; 1838 

(note: the “blank” centre of the map is also part the parish) 
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Andrews formed a partnership with Edward Strong junior and Christopher Cass until December 1728, 

at which point Strong retired. Andrews continued with Cass until the latter died in 1734, when he went 

on to form a new partnership with George Mercer, who succeeded Cass as Master Mason to the Board 

of Ordnance.  

 

By now, Andrews was involved in a wide range of building projects, for the monarch of the day, for the 

church, and for private individuals, working as a mason-contractor. One commission covered work on 

some of the fifty new churches (“Queen Anne’s Churches) built under the 1710 New Churches in 

London and Westminster Act. This legislation was intended to provide places of worship for the rapidly 

expanding population in the capital. Other contracts included: 
 

o the Hermitage, Richmond (1730), where he was employed by Henry Flitcroft. 

o the Royal Mews, Charing Cross (1733). 

o the library of St James’s Palace (1737). 

o the Treasury, Whitehall (by 1737). 

o Hampton Court (1732/3). 

o the Court House or Town Hall at Rye (1734), considered to be his most important 

architectural work. 

o the Horse Guards, Whitehall (1751), which he worked on with his nephew, William Jelfe, 

and John Carr.  

 

Andrews also undertook monumental sculptural work, providing church monuments and decorative 

carvings. He made the black marble bust of Nicholas Hawksmoor, and inscribed his tombstone in the 

churchyard at Shenley in Hertfordshire.  
 

In 1738, he was in Lindsey Lane, in the vicinity of Westminster Palace. Then from 1739 he was living 

on the bridge construction site; both his business yard and wharfage, and his home were immediately to 

the south, in New Palace Yard (where the Elizabeth Tower is today). As part of the bridge building 

work, new approach roads were needed. Andrews was able to capitalise on the opportunities afforded 

by the demolition of old buildings and narrow streets in Westminster to build, in 1741, thirteen houses 

in two rows, on the north side of New Palace Yard, and on the south side of the newly constructed Bridge 

Street. 
 

  
Construction of Westminster Bridge; 1742 
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Andrews was nominated a sheriff of London for the year 1744/45, which he declined, instead paying a 

fine for so doing. As a successful businessman and with contacts in society, Andrews cemented his 

position as a gentleman with the purchase of Pendell House, an Inigo Jones designed mansion dating to 

the early 1600s. This is located at Bletchingley, Surrey, and Andrews set about adding to and updating 

the property, including the building of the entrance courtyard. 

 

A portrait of Andrews Wilkes, painted by a follower of William Aikman, can be seen at 

https://www.cheffins.co.uk/fine-art/lot-view,follower-of-william-aikman-scottish-16821731-portrait-

of-a-gentleman-believ_48567.htm. 
 

“Andrew Jelfe” carried out some work for the South Weald estate in 1745, as the accounts book records 

a payment of 12/- for a bill he presented. Unfortunately, the entry does not identify what he did, but is 

comforting to think that Andrews found time from his high-flying life to make a contribution to the 

fabric of the small community from where he had come. 

 

During his involvement in the construction of the bridge, Andrews married Elizabeth Smith (the 

daughter of John Smith and Mary Ransom, also Ransome), on 25th December 1745, at nearby St Mary, 

Newington, Southwark. Their children were Andrews (“2”), who was commissioned as a naval officer; 

Elizabeth; and William. 

 

After the bridge was completed, Andrews continued to undertake commissions. In 1752, amongst a list 

of various tradesmen and craftsmen, “Andrew Jelf & Co, masons” was paid £16-17s-1¾d for work 

carried out in “Her Royal Highness’s Service”. This was Augusta, whose husband, Frederick, Prince of 

Wales, and son of King George II, had died the previous year.  

 

In the 1750s, Andrews entered into a partnership with his nephew, William, reflected in the record of 

1759 of them both being masons to His Majesty’s Board of Works. In reality, by this date, Andrews 

already had retired, and William was running the business.  

 

Andrews left a comprehensive will, made in 1756, in which he disposed of his substantial wealth and 

estate to family members: 

 

o son Andrews 2 inherited Pendell House, along with his other properties in Surrey, as well as 

the 13 freehold tenements Andrews had built in 1741.  

o daughter Elizabeth was bequeathed her father’s house “on the east side of Palace Yard”, 

ownership of the properties and land that made up the masonry business, along with a range 

of buildings extending east to the Thames, and other individual properties on the site. She 

also received £10,000 within six months of his death. This was in addition to the £5,000, 

which Andrews had agreed would be paid to Elizabeth, as part of her marriage settlement to 

Griffin Ransom, when he died.  

o son William, who had “proved very idle and extravagant”, was nevertheless given £10,000. 

Andrews had a “great fear that he will waste his legacy”, and to make sure he had something 

on which to subsequently live, Andrews bequeathed him the interest on £5,000 invested in 

Government stocks. The payment of this interest was in the hands of Andrews 2, and the 

other trustee of the estate, Francis Tregagh, a lawyer of New Inn. 

o nephew William was given an option to continue to run the business from Palace Yard for a 

period of 21 years after Andrews’ death, at a rent of £50 per annum, payable to Elizabeth. 

He received all the accrued value and residual profits from the business, as well as interest 

in properties in Holborn and White Hart Yard, Drury Lane, and a tenement in North Street, 

Westminster. 

o cash legacies were given to the children of his sisters Mary Joslin, Margaret Overhead, 

Elizabeth Barnes and Diana Mayo, and to other relatives, totalling around £2,500. 

 

Confirmation that his nephew, William, took up the offer, and continued to run the business is found in 

the poll book for the December 1763 election of the MP for Essex. This records that William Jelfe “of 
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Westminster” was eligible to vote in Brentwood by virtue of his ownership of properties in the hamlet, 

which had been in the Jelfe family for at least three generations.  

 

Andrews died, on 26th April 1759, “at his house in New Palace Yard, Westminster”. His will gives an 

interesting insight into the burial customs of the mid-18th century and, from the number of employees 

involved in his funeral, an indication of the size of his masonry business. His body was “to be carryed 

to the grave by six poor honest labourers employed” by William, to each of whom he gave “a frock of 

grey coars broadcloth as mourning”. In addition, the pall-bearers were to be six of William’s foremen, 

who received “a guinea, a two-foot rule, a hatband and a pair of gloves” for their efforts. 

 

In accordance with his wishes, he was buried at St Peter, South Weald on 2nd May 1759. He was 

following a tradition of Jelfe burials in this graveyard. Both his father and mother were interred there, 

in 1721 and 1749 respectively, as were other family members over the years. 

 

The family tomb, a sarcophagus, still survives the centuries. It can be found beside the south door of the 

church, located hard by the wall, the consequence of which is that only three sides now are visible. It 

originally was sited further out in the churchyard, on the south side of the Chancel. A late 19th century 

source reported that the four sides of the tomb record the names of “eight persons of the same family”. 

The inscriptions on the currently three visible sides of the tomb mention five of these, as follows: 

 

• left-hand panel: “Here lyeth the body of Edward Andrews who died the 25th November 1691 

being in the 58th year of his age” 

• centre panel: “Near this place lyeth ye body of Mary Andrews wife of Edward Andrews departed 

this life December the 5th 1709 aged 70 years. Also ye son of William Jelfe y son of William 

Jelfe departed this life the 2nd of June 1726 aged 32. Also of Rachel his wife departed this life 

ye 20th of September 1726 age 27 years” 

• right-hand panel: “William Jelfe departed this life 4th March in the year 1721 aged 61 years” 

 

Andrews had requested that he be buried “under or near the sarcophagus of my dear parents at South 

Weald with an additional subscription on the stone I put up there of these words only Also Andrews 

their son who erected this and dyed An:17:   Aetat…”.  

 

There is no reason to doubt he was interred with his parents; if so, his desired epitaph is likely to be 

found on the hidden side of the sarcophagus, which he carved himself. The fineness and crispness of his 

carving still can be seen on the less weathered faces of the tomb. 

Of lasting interest is the very personal memorial of a renowned and, in his time famous, mason and 

architect to his parents and his local roots, found in the churchyard of a small south Essex village.  
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The Jelfe and Andrews sarcophagus; St Peter, South Weald 
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