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  Rose Plummer was born in 1910 in Hoxton, one of the poorest parts of London’s East End. She left school at 15 and became a live-in domestic servant in a house in the West End. For the next 15 years she saw at first hand what life below stairs was really like. She met her future husband John, a footman, just before the start of the Second World War and though there were no children they enjoyed a long and happy marriage. After the war Rose had a number of jobs, but never again in domestic service. She died in 1994.
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  Introduction




  We are all fascinated by the vanished world of upstairs downstairs, a world where the wealthy led lives of unimaginable luxury, cosseted by armies of servants. Fictional representations of this world, especially on television, invariably show houses where servants and family get on reasonably well or at least have some lively, positive connection with each other. Servants bustle about in this world looking well fed and content, their lives filled with gossip about the family and each other.




  Few now remember what life in service was really like, but one thing is certain: it was not the cosy world of mutual interdependence we see in fiction. It was more often than not a harsh world of long hours and low pay, where servants were owned, almost body and soul, by their employers.




  Rose Plummer, whose memories are recorded in this book, knew that world at first hand and her memory of it remained undimmed into old age. I first met Rose in 1985 while researching a project on everyday life in London at the end of the Great War. After five minutes with her it became clear to me that she deserved a whole book to herself. Her natural flair for storytelling, honed in the pre-television era in which she grew up, was combined with a pin-sharp memory for the long-vanished streets of her childhood and youth in London.




  A slight figure with delicate, pearl grey hair and eyes that were sometimes mischievous and sometimes fierce, Rose spent her last years in an old people’s home. She was hugely popular with her fellow residents. One of her friends said, ‘The thing about Rose is that she never says anything boring. She lights the room up with fun and laughter.’




  This was certainly true and, remarkably, Rose seemed able to transform even the worst of her early experiences into something life enhancing. For despite the poverty of her childhood and the treatment she received when she worked as a maid in various houses in the 1920s and 1930s, she had an extraordinarily positive outlook on life. She loved the fact that she had lived from the age of horses into the age of space travel. She loved the fact that, having grown up in a slum, she was now able to live in a centrally heated room surrounded by kindness. With the memory of her own harsh treatment as a domestic servant always in mind, she was charm itself to those who now looked after her.




  She regretted the passing of some aspects of the world she had known as a young woman, but she never fell into the nostalgic trap that afflicts so many accounts of the past. This, her level headedness and her good humour makes Rose’s story unique and memorable.




  After that first interview I saw Rose several times over the succeeding years. Despite age and increasing infirmity it was still easy to see that she had been a beauty in her youth. And if she laughed a little less towards the end she still liked to shock with her outspoken and always radical views. The last time I saw her she was looking out of her bedroom window and smiling to herself. As I left she turned and said, ‘The past doesn’t really matter any more, but I’m glad you wrote it all down.’




   




  Chapter One




  Hoxton was a rough old place in 1910 when I was born in the two rooms my mum and dad rented down a little back alley just off Hoxton Square. There were houses in the square from Elizabeth I’s time with fancy doorways and windows. They were very grand houses I remember but long ago split up into cheap rooms and a bloody great family in each, but still.




  Of course I didn’t know any of this history at the time. I only really found out about it years after I’d left and done a bit of reading. Back then Hoxton was just where we lived and everyone would have thought you were mad if you talked about its history or the way the houses were built.




  All the houses were smoke-blackened and damp. Many were propped up with timbers and we cursed the fact we had to live in them. But Hoxton was home and just the sort of poor place that thousands of girls who ended up in domestic service started from.




  I had six brothers and sisters who lived and a few more born before me who died in infancy or were stillborn. My brother Jimmy died in the war. Bob went to America and died one terrible winter from the cold. A sister died from TB. But in a way we were lucky because when TB hit a family it often carried everyone off.




  We did all the things that poor East Enders did. We shared beds and were boiled in summer and frozen in winter. But what always comes back to me is not the memory of those two drab little rooms we slept and ate in, but the streets and squares of the East End. That was where, as a child and a young girl, I really lived.




  Chapter Two




  Hoxton, Stepney and Mile End, Whitechapel and Bow. They’d all definitely seen better times. And people used to say about poor old Hoxton that it had more criminals than any other square mile in Britain. But it didn’t really seem like that at the time because we were all in it together and everyone knew someone who did the odd bit of thieving. Thieving was a trade like any other, for some.




  Hoxton was a bloody noisy area too. In fact it’s the din that I remember most from the time I started to notice anything much round about. This would be about 1918 when the war had just ended and I was eight. It seems marvellous when I look back and think how I started in a world where horses and carts still went clattering up the streets. It was a world where I was at the bottom and seemed destined to scrub floors for my whole life. Yet I survived and lived on into a world where hardly anyone had servants. Then no one treated me like dirt just because I was what they used to call common. So didn’t I travel a long way?




  The hardest thing to describe about my childhood is the way East London looked and sounded and smelled. Carts were terribly noisy with their great big iron-shod wheels going over granite cobbles. Motorcars and lorries were only really just coming in. People were amazed by motors and talked about them in the way they later went on about bloody computers.




  But those old motors were very noisy, too, and you can’t imagine the chaos of cars and horses and carts all fighting for space with each other in the narrow roads – and the wide ones come to that – down the East End before the bombs cleared us all out.




  And there were loads of other noises too. There were street vendors everywhere – well, everywhere except down the little back alleys and closes where the poorest lived and sometimes even there. All the vendors were shouting their heads off, from the cat’s-meat man to dolly sellers, peg sellers and the rabbit-meat man.




  Everywhere in summer there seemed to be little bands of musicians, too. There were sometimes jugglers, all sorts of street entertainers – almost always, in my memory, dark and mysterious looking because they were nearly always foreign. I remember one little group had black hats and dark beards – we called them the Jew men. We weren’t being nasty and they weren’t probably Jews but what did we know? We couldn’t understand a bloomin’ word they said but we loved their music. They had a couple of fiddles, a squeezebox – I mean an accordion – and I think in reality they were probably Italians or gypsies.




  But imagine what it was like for us who had no music at home – no radio, no TV, nothing? When you heard music out in the street you got out there as quick as you could and if you paid them a penny they might hang around and play a bit longer, and if they didn’t then we’d follow them down to their next pitch.




  I don’t think people were so self conscious then – us kids, girls and boys, would start dancing right in front of the musicians till a bit of a crowd got round us. So they’d play their violins and accordions and we’d all have a laugh. Best of all was the hurdy-gurdy man. He had a funny looking instrument that made a lovely noise like a cross between the bagpipes and a guitar. Unless you’ve heard one you just can’t imagine it.




  Then there was the barrel organ. This wasn’t played by a foreigner. It was played by an old local man and it was a two-foot-square wooden box balanced on a four-foot pole. This pole sort of leant on the old man to stop the organ toppling over. The box was polished wood with what looked like an oil painting of mountains all over one side. The old man slowly turned a handle, like a big clock key, and it played lovely tunes that made you think of a fairground. On top of the organ box there was always a sad looking little monkey dressed in a woollen suit that tried to bite you if you got too close.




  I reckon the old man had been working the streets for 50 or more years. My mother remembered him from when she was young. He had a big beard but with no moustache – you saw that a lot back then – and a pork-pie hat, waistcoat and the dirtiest trousers I’ve ever seen. He used to say: ‘I played for the old Queen, you know.’ He had a little note pinned to his organ which said he’d played for their majesties Victoria and Albert at Windsor but had fallen on hard times.




  I’m sure that was a load of old rubbish but it was part of his patter. Everyone in the East End had his or her patter. Patter was a story people had ready to tell anyone who would listen – it wasn’t necessarily true but it wasn’t bad like a lie. It was like a sales pitch, really.




  I used to worry about the organ grinder’s monkey. It was small and it must have got very hot in summer, in its little suit. But no one would have thought of sticking up for the monkey, because we saw animals used for all sorts of things back then. Dogs and cats just wandered around and no one really fed them. They ate what they could find or starved – like the rest of us.




  That organ grinder was a big feature of my childhood. He used to curse all the time under his breath at the poor old monkey. We thought his cursing was really funny, and sometimes we were a bit wicked and we’d tease him and run away. Then he’d get very angry and shake his fist at us, but he couldn’t run after us or the organ would fall over.




  The organ was one more noise that added to the great endless noise of the streets. But if it was noisy it was also bright and busy, at least in summer – it wasn’t always drab like those old photos you see.




  I remember the brightly painted open top buses, rumbling in and out of the horses and carts. The buses were absolutely covered in advertisements and must have been bloody freezing in winter on account of there being no heating. We would have loved to go on them but you needed money for that – a penny a ride was too much for us.




  Then, on a Sunday, it all went quiet because trading wasn’t allowed then and this was enforced by the police. Sunday was a serious business even if, like us, you didn’t bother with church. A lot of East Enders thought the church was a waste of time because it was another place where you were supposed to kowtow to the toffs or to God who seemed pretty posh to us. The problem was: if you didn’t go to church, what did you do? The shops were shut and the pubs only opened at midday and in the evening. Most of the men waited for the pubs to open standing around on street corners talking to their mates.




  The traffic, the street entertainers and the men outside pubs are among my earliest memories. Not a stick of that world is left. It might just as well have never existed. Mostly I’m glad it’s gone. Apart from the poverty it was sometimes violent. People think there’s too much violence in the modern world but it was much worse back then.




  If any of my dad’s mates had seen a man with his hair dyed red or blue like you see today they’d likely get shouted at and maybe punched. There were a lot more street fights then, often outside pubs, and most people didn’t think much of trying to stop them. They were a bit of entertainment, so they’d even egg them on. I remember as a little girl sitting outside a pub trying to get a penny for the old Guy – it was November – when a fight broke out. It was half exciting and half terrifying, but it was all over in a few minutes. The two men suddenly made it up. As often as not the men who got into fights outside pubs were so drunk that they’d fight and then put their arms around each other and go back into the pub best of friends – then come out ten minutes later and start at each other again! Pubs and drink were central to our lives. Everyone drank and often from early in the morning. They’d have a nip at home and small children were still given a drop – gin I mean – to keep them quiet. People liked alcohol because they were suspicious of the water – 50 families often shared a tap and memories of typhoid outbreaks were always fresh in people’s minds.




   




  On a day-to-day level people were much harsher to each other. If there was a fight no one could phone the police because no one had a phone. Anyway people didn’t trust the police. They wouldn’t shout for a policeman if their lives depended on it.




  It was only when a copper happened along, which was rare, that the fight would stop. I can even remember two women fighting. There they were in bright floral aprons punching and kicking each other in a street near us. I must have been about 12 years old at the time and my best friend and I were walking down a street just beyond Columbia Road market – all the houses have gone now – and we heard a right old racket going on. I looked up and saw a grey-haired woman looking out of an upstairs window and shouting at the top of her voice, ‘Go on, fuckin’ ’it her!’




  She was leaning out of a tiny, crumbly little soot-blackened house with two storeys and one window in each storey and the front door right on the pavement. But the house so low that even when you looked out the top window you were only about ten feet up! She was leaning out as relaxed as you like, dirty grey hair hanging down and not a tooth in her head, shouting the odds.




  There was a bit of a crowd gathered and we pushed our way through to watch. These two middle-aged women were having a terrible row in front of everyone. They didn’t mind a bit that people were watching and jeering because they were so furious with each other. They tore at each other’s hair and scratched and kicked and I remember noticing that the men were laughing. They only butted in to pull them apart after they’d had a good long look.




  You see, there was a bit of us that liked the excitement of a fight because there wasn’t much entertainment. Otherwise the women did look a bit shame-faced when they were pulled apart, but then they still tried to take a swing or two at each other even after it was all over. Some of the younger children watching were crying because they were scared. But of course they’d see their older brothers and sisters laughing and soon imitate them.




  What would amaze anyone now was that these wild cats were really just two old dears. Probably in their 50s or 60s, but to me, back then, they looked like a couple of grannies. And it wasn’t that rare to see women fighting then. I don’t remember seeing it beyond about 1940.




  But for all the fights and noise and dirt our life was on the streets and not at home, which is why I remember so much from outside and so little from those two damp rooms, except the smell of small bodies in a lumpy bed and ice on the windows on winter mornings.




  When you have a lot of children in one room and they hardly ever wash they smell like mice. At the time I liked the smell! It was comforting.




  Chapter Three




  We had our two little rooms. I can’t say I was unhappy there because there was no time to wonder if you were happy or unhappy. I would certainly be a lot more unhappy later when I went into domestic service.




  We had no books or games at home except a pack of cards and so, like everyone not bed-ridden, we were out all the time. I wandered the streets with my friends from about the age of five. I don’t remember my mum worrying that I’d be snatched or hit by a car. I think it was a relief for her when we were out.




  My main memory of her is that she was permanently exhausted. I hardly remember ever seeing her sit down for a minute, what with trying to manage a small army of children.




  That’s why winters were so bloomin’ awful. It was hard to go out because of the weather and there was nothing to do indoors. We sometimes wrapped up a bit and went up West to look in the shop windows which, to us, looked like something from the planet Mars. Shops in Bond Street and Piccadilly were out of this world with their gaslight and sparkle.




  Older kids might walk miles to West London or out into Essex looking for odd jobs, stealing a bit here and there. Some teenage boys drifted away and were never heard of again. Some went to sea or joined the army. I remember one kid who’d have been about 16 years, made a few shillings a week catching birds. He’d walk a round trip of about 30 miles out into Essex, catch a few birds and bring them back in little wire cages he’d made himself and he’d sell them as good singers. He’d go up towards Aldgate where almost no one lives now – it’s all offices – and stand about dodging the coppers and shouting ‘Birds, birds, lovely singers’ at the top of his voice. Sometimes he made good money, but I always felt so sorry for those birds.




   




  I’d love to be able to bring those shops back to life. The rich had all their stuff delivered from big shops with bright lights and cut glass and pictures everywhere. The bigger shopkeepers tried to make their shops look so inviting that you just couldn’t keep away – with gas lamps, big mirrors, carpets and sofas – and a man at the door to stop the poor getting in.




  Poor people got chivvied a lot more then, especially by the police. When we were up West we instinctively kept a look out for the coppers, even as children. My dad used to call them the Peelers, which was a really old-fashioned word even then. Well, the Peelers knew we were East Enders, or poor kids anyway, from our clothes and they’d often move us on if we hung around too long outside a posh shop. The police were seen by poor people as there to protect the rich from us. We didn’t really like the police. They were always moving us on. They’d be as rude as they liked and threaten us but they’d grovel to anyone smartly dressed. The class thing went through everything back then. That’s why I liked it when all that stopped and you didn’t have to look up to the toffs any more.




  By the time I was in my 70s the police had to be nice to us!




  But in the 1920s there was none of that ‘everyone is equal’ business, because we weren’t bloody equal, were we? I knew that when I was a kid and it would be knocked even further into me when I became a maid.




  In the West End you’d see coppers on the beat everywhere, but in the East End there were far fewer, because there wasn’t much property to defend. We didn’t have much, anyway, and they never really felt safe there. And poor people stealing from other poor people, which happened all the time, wasn’t seen as a problem. Ordinary people like us were assumed to have been born too stupid to know right from wrong. It never occurred to anyone that we might just be ignorant because our parents couldn’t afford to send us to Eton. The well off thought the poor were born stupid and criminal. ‘It’s bred in them’ was what they used to say.




  Later on when I got a bit more militant I used to tell my friends that the aristocracy were born speaking Latin and Greek. They didn’t have to learn it because it was bred in them. We were always taking the mickey when I was a girl – which made it difficult when I went into service, as you’ll see, because you had to mind your lip there or lose your job.




  So on winter days, if we wanted to get out of those two rooms and didn’t go up West, we might walk down to the river near the docks or just play in the street. If you went down to the docks you’d get lost in about five minutes. In the 1920s they went for miles, and the lanes and alleys round about them were a jumble of cranes and carts and gantries, especially around the Old Pool – that’s what they called the bit below Tower Bridge where all the ships were laid up side by side.




  We loved looking at the ships because they came from all over the world. You could only see them from the bridge. It was hard to get into the docks themselves, as they were so closely guarded. The owners were always worried stuff would get nicked. Of course it did get nicked and by the ton because with tens of thousands of dockers going in and out you couldn’t police it.




  At low tide we used to watch the kids looking for anything valuable in the mud along the river’s edge. These were mudlarks raking for any old bits and pieces. They weren’t after ancient bits of silver and coins, just after stuff that had fallen off the ships, but I wonder how much archaeological stuff disappeared after they picked it up?




  All the metal they found they’d sell to the scrap metal dealers or the totters – the rag-and-bone men who went round collecting. They were called rag-and-bone men, but they really wanted metal. I think the rags went into paper and the bones were used by the glue makers.




  Only a few years before my time kids still collected dog shit to sell to the leather tanners. I think it stopped because they found a chemical that would do the job better. There were loads of jobs back then that no one does now. Dockers have all gone along with the rag-and-bone men.




  We also knew people who used to go down the sewers looking for lost jewellery, and coins, but that was dying out by the 1920s. Apart from being a really dirty job, it was dangerous because of the build up of gas. And there were rats, rats as big as a Jack Russell. People told stories about how generations of families worked the sewers in the old days and became immune to all the filth and disease.




   




  The streets were always fun, but now and then, very occasionally, we had other entertainments.




  There was the Hackney Empire Music Hall and a smaller music hall on Islington Green. You could go in the cheap seats up in the gods for a few pennies, but even the cheap seats were too much for us. I did go once, but none of the famous stars who performed there were on that night. Marie Lloyd used to perform now and then, and Stan Laurel, but what I remember was the music and the laughter.




  The audience wasn’t quiet and respectable. If they didn’t like an act they’d boo and hiss and if they were bored they’d just talk to each other as if they were out on the street.




  When I was a girl the Hackney Empire was still quite new. It had been built around the turn of the century, about 1901 I think. It was a marvel with its gaslights and all the plush velvet and golden cherubs all over the place. It was like a palace to me who had never been anywhere.




  The evening I went they had several singers. One pretended to be a chimney sweep, the other a toff. They had a juggler and a contortionist but most of the fun was just being there in the bright lights and talking and shouting your head off.




  When you don’t have money or toys and there’s a bunch of you, you’d be amazed how the day still passes and you can have a lovely time just making things up and talking. We used to talk for bloody hours. But we also liked anything new. When everything around you is old and there are very few novelties you grab any little novelty that comes along.




  I remember when a bloke we knew down the road got himself a wireless. When there was a broadcast, we used to hang around at his door the whole time asking to be let in, but he didn’t often say yes. He was fed up of being pestered I should think. Having a radio so soon after the First World War it made you a celebrity. The few times us kids were allowed in to listen reminded me of going into church. This was because his house was a bit bigger than most round us and a lot older too. It had been a boarding house and then been let out as rooms. I remember it had a great big fancy fireplace in the hall all carved and the hall was wide with a high ceiling. It had a massive old staircase that was all crooked and a thick banister you could slide down. We’d go up the stairs really quiet in case he changed his mind. We’d go in his little parlour, which seemed to me to be full of junk. Then we’d take turns listening through these funny headphones he had. He’d let you listen for about 20 seconds each and then tell us to get out. He was grumpy, but I think he was kind-hearted too. His name was Power and I think that like a lot of East Enders he was Irish. All the histories of East London mention the Jews. Few mention the Irish but there were tens of thousands of them and they were a very nice set of people in the main. There were also a few Indians, although they mostly stayed down towards Shoreditch and worked in the docks.




  I don’t know what old Power did for a living, but I heard later, when I was a good bit older, that he knew the Krays. Valence Road, where the Krays grew up, wasn’t far from us. I think it’s a load of old nonsense when people said everyone loved the Krays. They were really rough even by the standards of the East End and people only liked them when they got rich and powerful in the 1960s. You had to like them then or they’d come round and sort you out.




  So there were the the Irish and the Indians, but also quite a few Chinese and what we called Lascars – I think they were some kind of Indians. As kids we were bloody terrified of all of them, except the Irish. My mum used to say that if we didn’t behave they would come and get us and take us to Africa. I think she had a vague idea that India and Africa were more or less the same place!




  Chapter Four




  A lot of the backstreets and alleyways still had cobbles before the war. They only got properly surfaced with tarmac much later. My uncle worked in some parts of London where they found wooden blocks that had been used, end-upwards to make the roadway. But most of what we knew was endless houses and streets of Victorian shops cobbled with all their goods laid out on the footpath in front of them.




  Meat was always left outside the butchers’ shops, hanging in the air right through the long summer day. It’s amazing we weren’t all poisoned. In those days they couldn’t advertise much, which is why they made the front of the shop an advertisement. You should have seen the front of the poulterers’ shops in the city in winter – it was as good as a play. From the ground to about 20 feet up there would be rows of pigs, rabbits in the skin, pheasants, hares, and pigs’ heads – everything you can imagine.




  Small shops down in Whitechapel, Hoxton and Shoreditch and down all the alleys and little streets in-between only sold stuff to the poor and the shopkeepers were often just as poor or nearly so themselves. They’d be dark tiny little dens where you had to ask for everything – you wouldn’t help yourself to a thing or the shopkeeper would clout you because he’d assume you were about to steal it!




  In the grocer’s you’d ask for your potatoes and cabbage and they’d weigh them on an old set of black weighing scales where they put the vegetables in one end and then adjusted a little pile of weights on the other till it balanced at a pound or a quarter pound or whatever. A lot of the old ladies would say to the shopkeeper: ‘Oi, keep yer thumb off!’ meaning, ‘Don’t cheat me.’ The trick was to set up the scales so that one end was hidden by something on the counter and then the shopkeeper could push that end down a little so you thought you were getting a pound of whatever where you were actually getting just 12 ounces.




  The little shops were incredibly dingy places and by today’s standards most were very unhygienic, with stuff kept on the shelves for ages. As well as being small the shops sold really small quantities – people often bought one or two potatoes and a carrot or they’d buy one cigarette. The shopkeeper made a bit more that way because a packet of ten cigarettes bought one at a time would cost more than ten bought together. The shopkeepers also gave credit to people they knew and this often caused a lot of bitter feeling when people failed to pay their debts, which happened often through no fault of their own.




  The shopkeepers used to vie with each other, because the bigger and better your shop front the more likely it was you’d get the customers. It used to take about two hours to open the shop and get the front ready each day. And in parts of the East End there would be violin shops next to German beer shops next to Jewish tailoring and jewellery and boot repair businesses. There were Jewish businesses all over the East End. They kept themselves to themselves, though, and people were sometimes rude to them, I’m sorry to say. People used the word ‘Jewish’ to mean tight-fisted. I know it wasn’t very nice, but it was sort of automatic and in many ways we weren’t very nice. It was a tough world, harsh and cruel in lots of ways, as I try to explain.
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