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Total projected cost of the Hawksmoor
300 project to restore and refurbish
St Anne’s Limehouse by 2030£7m

S
t Anne’s Limehouse 
has a long history 
of welcoming and 
protecting the people of 
east London. Completed 
in 1727 to a design 

by Nicholas Hawksmoor, the 
towering white structure is home 
to a diverse congregation under 
current rector, the Rev Richard 
Bray. 

But the church also has a long 
history as a place of refuge for 
all, with its crypt converted into 
a bomb shelter for local residents 
in the 1940s during the Second 
World War. Today, that partly 
refurbished space offers a place 
for the homeless to sleep in safety.

However, the church and Care 
For St Anne’s (CfSA) – the charity 
whose mission is to conserve and 
celebrate the building’s architec-
tural heritage – have ambitious 
plans to go much further.

In addition to restoration 
and refurbishment, they want 
to open the building up to a 
wider audience with a scheme 
that should see its doors flung 
wide beyond the timings of 
services and its regular Friday 
and Saturday opening hours. To 
that end, CfSA recently received 
some £613,000 from the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund to launch 
its Hawksmoor 300: A Landmark 
For Limehouse campaign. 

This is money it will use to 
move forward with an application 
for a further £2.9million National 
Lottery Delivery grant from 2025, 
as part of a £7million scheme to 
remodel significant chunks of 
unused space and improve access 
to the building by 2030.

“This project will infuse our 
historic building with fresh life for 
future generations, establishing 
it as the East End’s biggest, 
most accessible and welcoming 
community space,” said Rev Bray. 

“We look forward to welcoming 
many of our neighbours into 
the renewed building before too 
long.”

There are really three parts to 
the project, as outlined to me by 
CfSA chair Philip Reddaway on 
a recent tour of the building – the 
steps, the crypt and the garden.

“There are a number of things 
we intend to do,” said Philip. 
“First of all, there’s no step-free 
access to the church, which really 
doesn’t work in this day and age. 
Our plan is to install a lift from 
the crypt level to the nave and up 
to the gallery, which is a major 
project in itself. In terms of the 

building, the other big thing is the 
crypt.

“Part of it was cleared and 
refurbished in the 1980s with 
funding from the London Dock-
lands Development Corporation. 
While that part is being used, 
it’s mainly for the church itself 
and we want to create a flexible, 
multi-use space – rather like 
Christ Church Spitalfields – that 
we can open to the wider 
community. That’s one of the 
things you have to demonstrate 
to get the Lottery funding – that 
it’s a project that will benefit 
and be used by a wide range of 
local people. At present, there 
are still more than 100 bodies 
buried in the crypt in walled off 
family tombs dating from the 
18th century. You had to be rather 
grand to be interred here rather 
than in the churchyard, but as 
part of this project those spaces 
will need to be cleared and the 
remains reburied.

“That’s a complicated process 
and there are lots of specialists 
involved to ensure all the correct 
procedures are followed.”

The unconverted space is also 
littered with decades of detritus 
– the dumped ephemera of 
operation, placed out of sight and 
out of mind. A further challenge 
for the renovators is the extensive 
network of blast walls and 
facilities left over from its time as 
a wartime bomb shelter. 

These include ancient toilet 
cubicles and a pair of sick bays 
for Londoners to use while the 
explosives rained down outside.

“When we carried out our 

consultation, we found some 
people thought the church had 
been deconsecrated because the 
doors were often shut when no 
services were taking place,” said 
Philip. “We now have a team of 
volunteers opening up on Fridays 
and Saturdays to help change that.

“But it’s not just being phys-
ically open, it’s about building 
on the things we already do – 
creating all sorts of partnerships 
with local organisations.

“We’re working with Queen 
Mary University, the Museum Of 
London Docklands, Whitechapel 
Gallery and the Building Crafts 
College in Stratford.

“Queen Mary’s history depart-
ment, for example, spent time 
finding out more about the lives 
of the people buried in the crypt 
and gave a presentation about 
some of them.

“Sadly, but inevitably, this was 
one of the great shipbuilding areas 
of London, and several buried 
here were involved in the slave 
trade and we have at least one 
major slave trader buried here. 

“We don’t walk away from 
that and I would like to see a 
permanent exhibition putting it in 
context.

“Another interesting finding 
was two brothers – John and 
Samuel Seaward – who lived near 
my home on Newell Street.

“They were maritime engineers 
who were involved in pioneering 
the first transatlantic steam ships 
– big cheeses in their field at the 
time. Queen Mary’s engineering 
department used their story as 
inspiration for a project with 
Cyril Jackson Primary School in 
Limehouse that saw 10-to-11-year-
olds build boats in the spirit of 
the brothers, to help them learn 
basic engineering principles, with 
a view to building a working boat 
that can sail on one of the local 
canals.”

In addition to opening a cafe in 
the crypt, another of the ambitions 
for the Hawksmoor 300 project 
will be to update the church’s 
grounds.
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>> While the grand interior and exteriors of the 
publicly accessible parts of Hawksmoor’s church 
speak for themselves, the crypt still contains the 
bodies of more than 100 people in walled off tombs 
as well as facilities such as toilet cubicles and sick 
bays from its time in use as a bomb shelter in the 
1940s during the Second World War

>> The Hawksmoor 300 plan would see the area 
cleared and brought back into public use


