
James Brownfield 

5. III. JAMES BROWNFIELD, the third son of William Brownfield and Sarah Halfpenny 
was born on 25th November 1797, and christened at St Alphege’s on 17th December 17971. He was 
the third brother to marry into the Munyard family, when he married JANE MUNYARD on 
November 26, 1821 in Saint Alphege’s.2  Jane was the daughter of MATTHEW MUNYARD and 
JANE (or Jenny) BAYLEY. Young Jane had been born in Greenwich on October 31, 1801 and 
christened at St Alphege’s on 28th November3. In 1821 at the time of her marriage to James 
Brownfield, Jane was a minor and was married under licence, with the consent of her father 
Mathew Munyard. 

Witnesses at the wedding were:  
M. Munyard.  J. Brownfield.  Sarah Ann Brownfield (James’ sister) 

James was apprenticed as a waterman, to his father William, on December 26, 1812 and 
completed his apprenticeship on April 6, 1820. He was awarded his freedom on April 3, 1823.4  He 
then went to sea and was the  master of a merchant vessel, the Indefatigable. The ship was 244 tons 
burthen and carried 13 crew.5  

On the September 1, 1825, four months before his older brother William, the Corporation of 
Trinity House granted James Brownfield a pilot’s warrant.6 

Licence Number:  346 
Residence:   Ballast Quay, Greenwich 
Qualification: “From London Bridge to Gravesend and back again to London 

Bridge”. 
Description: “5 feet 7 inches high, dark complexion, wears his own dark brown 

hair” 
He was examined again on July 1, 1829 and certified for:  

“Vessels above 14 feet Draft of Water.” 
He was superannuated on December 1, 1868. 

In 1841 James and Jane were living at Ballast Quay with their five surviving children, Jane, 
William and Henry having already died.7 

James Brownfield   43   Pilot 
Jane Brownfield  40   
James Brownfield  18 
Alfred Brownfield  11 
Mathew Brownfield  9 
Ann Brownfield  3 
Louisa Brownfield  1 
Sarah Russell   17  Female Servant  

However, in 1842, when James’ son Alfred entered the Upper School of the Royal Hospital 
at Greenwich, the family had moved to Crowley’s wharf . Here in 1843, Isabella was born, but in 
1844 tragedy hit the family again when both Isabella and Louisa died within one month of each 
other, presumably from some infectious disease such as diphtheria, typhoid or smallpox.  

With his brother William, James and his family moved to Gravesend in the late 1840’s and 
by  1851, the census shows that James and Jane were living at 85 Whitehall Place, Milton by 
Gravesend,8 with their daughter Ann, the only surviving child still at home (she died the following 
year, aged 14)9. By the time of the 1861 census, James and Jane were living alone at 24 Edwin 
Street, Gravesend. In 1871 and 188110, they were both still alive and living in retirement at 84 
Edwin Street, Milton by Gravesend. James died in 1885 and Jane died aged 85, between January 
and March 1887 still at 84 Edwin Street.11 James left £1302 – 10s to his wife. 

JAMES BROWNFIELD and JANE MUNYARD had nine children: 
(i). JAMES BROWNFIELD who was born on August 29, 1823 and christened at St. 

Alphege’s on September 29, 1823.12  (See next section)  
(ii). JANE BROWNFIELD who was born on January 27, 1825 and christened at St. 

Alphege’s on February 25, 1825.13  Jane died when she was aged 11 years, on February 27, 1836 
and was buried at St. Alphege’s on March 4.14 



(iii). WILLIAM BROWNFIELD   who was born on June 23, 1827 and christened at St 
Alphege’s on July 25, 1827.15  William also died aged 11 years on January 12, 1839 and was buried 
at St. Alphege’s on January 22.16 
 (iv). ALFRED BROWNFIELD who was born January 8, 1830,17 and christened at St 
Alphege’s on February 5th. He attended the Naval School in the buildings of the old Naval Asylum, 
now the national Maritime Museum, on the Hospital site at Greenwich. For Alfred’s application in 
1841, his father had to produce a copy of Alfred’s baptism certificate  and also his certificate of 
service as a mariner, which records that he had been the master of the Indefatigable. The school 
gave education on mathematics, navigation and map drawing ‘with proper regard to religious 
instruction’. Two sureties of £50 each were required that the scholar would complete the course; 
Alfred’s father provided one and his grandfather William the other.18 On completion of the course, 
the student was required to undertake an apprenticeship. Alfred was apprenticed to his father, James 
Brownfield on March 13, 1845 but died before completing his apprenticeship19. There is no record 
in the GROI of his death, so he probably died at sea or abroad. 
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Legal document signed January 8, 1842 by William Brownfield (grandfather) and James 
Brownfield (father) for £50 each on the entry of Alfred to the Naval School.22 

 
QUALIFICATIONS FOR THE UPPER SCHOOL23 

OF   THE 
ROYAL HOSPITAL, GREENWICH. 

 
This School now comprises two Classes of Candidates. 

1st.—One Hundred Sons of Commissioned and Ward Room Warrant Officers of the Royal Navy 
and Marines. 
2nd—Three Hundred Sons of Officers of the above or inferior Rank, and of Private Seamen and 
Marines, who have served, or are serving, in the Royal Navy and of Officers or Seamen of the 
Merchant Service. 

The whole Four Hundred Boys are subject to the same Regulations as to Education, Diet, 
Clothing, Discipline, and Destination. 

Every Candidate must have attained the Age of Eleven, and not exceed Twelve Years, and 
be free from. any Impediment of Speech, or other infirmity of Body or Mind—be able to read 
fluently in the Bible, and ought to know the first four Rules of Arithmetic. 
The Education in this School is confined to Mathematics, and Navigation, with a proper regard to 
Religious Instruction, 

The Construction of Charts upon Geometrical Principles is the only branch of Drawing 
taught in the School. 

At the time of Admission, two respectable Housekeepers (of whom the Father, if qualified, 
should be one,) are to be jointly bound in the sum of Fifty Pounds, that the Boy shall not abscond 



from the School, nor embezzle or injure any of the Clothes, Books, Instruments, or other Property 
of the Institution. 

On the expiration of three years, (or sooner, if the usual course of Education is completed,) 
all the Boys in the Upper School shall be sent to Sea, either in the Royal Navy or Merchants' 
Service, or otherwise disposed of, as may be determined. 
  
NOTE 

The following Columns are to be filled up, and also the Certificate below. 
   Return this Paper with the several Certificates above-named, under Cover, directed: to the 
Clerk of the Check, and marked " on Service”. 

All the above directions must. be strictly observed, or the admission of the Child will be 
delayed, if not wholly lost. 
 
    The following Certificates are in ail cases to be produced previous to admission into the School:- 

1. A. Certificate declaring the Boy to be a proper object for the Charity, for which see the 
opposite page. 
  2. A Certificate of the Marriage of his Parents—or, if not attainable, other satisfactory proof 
thereof. 

3. A Declaration before a Magistrate of the date of Birth. 
4. A Certificate of the fathers Servitude at Sea; if in the Royal Navy, will be obtained by the: 

Clerk of the Check of the Institution so soon as this form is returned; if in the Merchant Service, the 
'Guardians of the Boy are, to procure it from the Collector of Sixpenny Duty, or of the Customs at 
the Port out of which the father sailed. 

--------------------------------------- 
N.B.  Information to Parents, as to the Patrons who have Presentations to this School, according 
to the description of claim possessed by the Applicant, will be given by the Secretary Greenwich 
Hospital. When the Parents or Guardians of a Boy have obtained a Presentation for him, due notice 
will be given when be is to appear at Greenwich Hospital for examination and admission. 
 
(v). MATHEW BROWNFIELD who was born on November 15, 1832 at Ballast Quay and 
christened at St Alphege’s on December 17, 1832.24 Mathew did not marry. He qualified as a 
Member of The Royal college of Surgeons of England in 1854 and a Licentiate of the Society of 
Apothecaries in 185525. He worked for many years as a GP and surgeon with a practice, from 1864, 
at 171 East India Dock Road in Poplar and also at Poplar Hospital26. The hospital was known as the 
Poplar Hospital for Accidents and there are numerous reports of Mathew appearing in court with 
descriptions of the injuries sustained by his patients; he first appeared as House Surgeon and later as 
senior surgeon.  

One of the first reports is on Wednesday November 4, 1857 when Mathew Brownfield was 
the resident surgeon who attended 4 men injured in the first attempt to launch the Isambard 
Kingdom Brunel’s ship the Great Eastern. One of these died and Mathew appeared at the inquest on 
November 9th. On December 3rd the attempts to launch the ship were resumed with some success, 
watched by a large crowd, many of whom were on a large scaffold specially erected between 
adjacent houses; unfortunately, this collapsed and “Seven persons were found to be so seriously 
injured that it was necessary to remove them at once to Poplar hospital. There they were given into 
the charge of Mr Brownfield the resident surgeon, who immediately bestowed on them every care 
that their cases required.”27 

In the 1871 census Mathew aged 38 and unmarried was described as a Surgeon general 
practitioner and was at 171 East India Dock Road with an assistant general practitioner, Frederick J. 
Naish aged 23, a 42 year old housekeeper Georgina Bowman and a 17 year old female servant. 

In December 1888 Mathew was the Police Surgeon called to examine the body of Catherine 
(aka. Rose) Millett, who had been found dead in Clarke’s Yard, Poplar. He stated that death was 
due to strangulation with a 4-stranded cord. He suggested that other deaths attributed to “Jack the 
Ripper” may have resulted from strangulation, accounting for the fact that none of the victims were 
heard to cry out and that the bodies were then laid down and mutilated by cutting their throats. In 



this case, the murderer was disturbed before he could complete the act.28 
On July 3, 1894 Mathew attended a dinner for the supporters of the Poplar Hospital for 

Accidents, at which the chairman “reminded his hearers that the old building situated in a most 
crowded dock district had done its work for 38 years, and the new institution was opened three 
weeks ago by the Prince of Wales.”29 

 Mathew owned three river tugs, which were described in a series of articles in the 
Gravesend “Reporter” written by Frank C. Bowen during 1933, under the heading “Tugs of the 
Thames”  

ATHLETE’- Screw tug, 119 tons gross with triple expansion steam engines, built in London 
in 1893 for Dr Brownfield. He was head of the Poplar Hospital and owned his first tug as a hobby; 
later he made it his business, owning quite a number of tugs on the river, having a black funnel with 
a broad white band. 
 In the ‘Athlete’ far too much attention was paid to economy and although she burned very 
little coal, it spoiled her both running and towing as compared with Dr Brownfield’s ‘Expert’. She 
had practically the same engines as Watkin’s ‘Scotia’. Unfortunately she was given very high 
bulwarks, which held the water badly and were a great disadvantage in sea work in bad weather. 
Her crew’s quarters were aft, where they slept in hammocks instead of bunks after the fashion of 
the old paddle tugs. 

Among her captains were Charles Watkins and William Fothergill, later with the Sun tugs. 
They did their best with her and she took part in a number of salvages, but she was never really a 
great success. 
 

 
(Gravesend Library Collection) 

Expert at Gravesend 
‘EXPERT’ – This was a steel screw tug built in 1892 at R. and H. Green’s famous 

Blackwall Yard for Dr Brownfield of Poplar Hospital. Her gross tonnage was just 100 and 
compound engines were supplied by Stewart of London. She drew 13 feet of water aft and for river 
work was one of the best tugs afloat at the time, her one disadvantage being that she had too small 
a beam and was therefore a very bad sea boat, which did not prevent her doing an immense amount 
of work - towing, seeking and salvage. Her crew’s quarters were forward and they slept in 
hammocks instead of bunks, after the naval fashion followed by the old paddle tugs. She was a 
particularly fast ship running and with her low freeboard and very big funnel, which originally had 
a “flycatcher top”, she looked top heavy. She had a succession of noteworthy captains and while on 
the London River did an immense amount of salvage. In the “Leander” case under Captain 
Berridge she was specially commended and awarded £1,300, while she got £500 and £250 damages 
in the “Salatis” salvage at which she became disabled and had to be towed to Dover.  Among her 
other captains was a Captain J. Deane – was this a relation of Samuel’s wife? 



RESCUE’ – Dr Brownfield’s steel screw tug, 91 tons gross and the smallest of his fleet, 
built on the Tyne in 1893. She was latterly used almost entirely for river work, although when she 
was new she did a lot of seeking for the “onkers” and smaller sailing ships and was amply big 
enough for that work at that time. Her crew were accommodated in sling cots instead of the more 
usual bunks or hammocks, and she was quite famous for her captain’s quarters, which were 
unusually well furnished for a tug. For the bigger sailing ships, she had not really got enough 
power, although as far as seaworthiness was concerned she had a fine hull and was excellently 
buoyant. She always steamed with her bow well cocked up. 

In the 1901 census, Mathew was still living in Poplar and his niece Edith was also in the 
house. His occupation was given as retired surgeon. Mathew died on August 17, 1908 at the age of 
76.30  In his will, his niece Edith Brownfield and his friend Thomas William Cole, the bank 
manager of the Poplar Branch of the London and South Western Bank were his executors. He gave 
£50 to Thomas Heath the engineer of his tug the Rescue, and left the three tugs to his nephew 
Mathew Brownfield (Originally Douglas – Mathew’s brother, was also left a half share in the tugs 
but he died before his uncle). He left his personal effects, shares and 7 properties to Edith, the 
residue of his estate to be divided between his nephews and nieces. Probate was granted to his 
executors on November 21, 1908. 

(vi). HENRY BROWNFIELD  who was born on January 25, 1836 and christened at St 
Alphege’s on 4th May 1836.31   He died aged 1 year on April 11, 183732 and was buried at St 
Alphege’s on 17th April. 

(vii). ANN BROWNFIELD  who was born at Ballast Quay on November 9, 1837 and 
christened at St Alphege’s on December 6, 1837.33  Ann died in Gravesend aged 14 on June 22, 
1852 and was buried on June 26 at Gravesend St George, consecrated part of Gravesend and Milton 
Cemetery.34 

(viii). LOUISA BROWNFIELD who was born at Ballast Quay on October 26, 1839 and 
christened at St Alphege’s on November 20, 1839.35  She died on June 7, 1844 at Crowley’s Wharf, 
aged 4.  She was buried at St. Alphege’s on June 11th.36 

(ix). ISABELLA BROWNFIELD who was born on April 20, 1842 at Crowley’s Wharf 
and christened at St Alphege’s on May 11, 1842.37 and died on July 6, 1844 at Crowley’s Wharf, 
aged 2 and was buried at St. Alphege’s on July 11th, exactly one month after her sister.38 

 

It is sad to see that six (possibly seven) of James and Jane’s nine children died as children 
and that only James married and had a family. The table below shows the ages at death of the 
population of Kent for the years 1812 –1830 and demonstrates the very high infant and child 
mortality. (Mortality rate: 35,000 per 100,000 under 5; 9,220 per 100,000 between the ages of 20 
and 29 but that 22% of the population lived to 60 and 13% lived to over 70)  
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