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In 1546 Walter Bertram, in his early twenties, had a passion for sailing on the beautiful River Thames, and had secured himself a position as ship’s navigator. His favourite trips had been to the east of London, and especially to Wapping and Ratcliffe, where, on one occasion, his ship was to be equipped before sailing from Limehouse to Guyana. During his short stay ashore he had met and fallen in love with a local clergyman’s daughter and together, against the wishes of both families, they had settled by Shadwell Basin, where at that time most of the eight thousand dwellings in the area were small and wood-framed, infilled with bricks. Between that period and the time when Victoria was crowned Queen great changes came about, and soon after she came to the throne a light was shed on her impoverished subjects, who were mostly living in the rural countryside in small cottages which were damp, draughty and in bad repair, lit only by candles or tin oil lamps, with scraps of canvas covering empty window panes. There were no inside lavatories or proper drains, and all water had to be pulled from a deep well or monotonously carried in buckets from nearby rivers. 


In towns, and especially in some parts of London, things were no better, with only one communal standpipe at the end of filthy, lopsided streets, bordered on either side by decaying dwellings in the worst of conditions. There were no drains or sewers and death caused by disease was never far away. 


It came as no shock to Victoria’s subjects when a report, printed in a national newspaper, told of children who, from the age of seven, were working in coal mines, textile mills, factories and the smaller cottage industries such as lace-making, glue-making and straw-plaiting. It was also common knowledge that boys who were continually being forced to make a paltry living by sweeping chimneys – like those working underground in the coal mines – could expect a premature and slow, painful death from soot in the lungs. At the age of twelve many girls hired as domestic live-in servants or kitchen maids were working twelve hours a day at a stretch for pitifully low wages. 


In the very early years of Queen Victoria’s reign questions were being asked about the working and living conditions of the children of the poor, and the horrors of the fate that befell them were made public. Many of these children had lost limbs through unguarded and broken machinery in factories, were frequently beaten for falling into an exhausted and malnourished slumber at looms, and were growing into adulthood crippled from labouring for long hours, bent over their work. For the very first time in Britain attempts were being made to change conditions, and a law was passed restricting the hours a child could legally work. 


The arrival of steam engines was encouraging, bringing about change and new hope of a huge increase in manufacturing which would greatly affect the way people lived. Industries that had previously relied on small cottage manufacture, such as hand spinning and weaving, were gradually being revolutionised by machines powered by water, and huge, sprawling factories appeared almost overnight in the towns and especially in the capital, creating work for labourers who came to London in their droves to work in them. 


Unfortunately, cheap accommodation rapidly provided by new employers showed little thought and bad workmanship. The row upon row of houses offered little fresh air or daylight. These new homes were to become the slum dwellings, with woodworm eating into the soft timber and rain trickling through the scantily tiled rooftops. In the east of London in particular the emphasis was on fast construction rather than comfort – hence the continuing lack of utilities. Shared standpipes remained at the end of streets and turnings, and still there were no proper sewage facilities or drains. For the lucky ones, lime-filled lavatories (holes in the ground) were placed inside small tin huts in back yards. 


A cholera epidemic in 1848 was in a sense a blessing in disguise for it resulted in Parliament being forced to take notice and to address the problems of waste disposal. The slow, tedious work of building a system deep beneath the Embankment began, and eventually London’s sewage was taken downstream before it could flow into the Thames. 


During the construction Londoners referred to this period as the time of the great stink, owing to the foul smell emitted from the mud flats of the River Thames at low tide, but at least something positive was being done. Things looked promising in other areas too. The structure that housed the Great Exhibition of 1857, Crystal Palace, came to fruition and was seen as a revolutionary and breathtaking achievement, a monument to glass and iron production and manufacturing. 


New factories continued to attract thousands of workers into towns and cities, but the work available was badly paid, unpleasant and often entailed long hours and hazardous working conditions. So although things for the country were changing for the good, for the low-paid working classes and their children there was little difference in their quality of life. The invention of something as simple as the sewing machine by Isaac Singer at this time did, however, create a huge wave of mass production, which changed the way people dressed and inevitably produced more cast-offs for those who wore rags. Far more clothes could be purchased very cheaply in second-hand shops. 


But the streets of London, and especially East London, were still no cleaner thanks to dense pollution from the new factory chimneys, which made life worse for street beggars and the unemployed homeless. Orphans and destitute children were still having to shelter at night wherever they could, mostly in filthy marketplaces, sleeping under tarpaulin in the bitterly cold and foggy winters and during the stifling hot summers among rotting food that was too putrid to be sold or eaten. 


Fortunately, the intervention of two men made a great impact on the lives of the destitute. Dr Barnardo opened his first children’s home, having witnessed worsening conditions during his work in and around Whitechapel, and William Booth created the Salvation Army, which provided night shelters, hostels and soup kitchens for the starving poor. 


More new and improved laws were gradually passed. Women, and children under the age of ten, were no longer labouring in the coal mines and children’s working hours were reduced to a limit of ten hours a day. Machinery was made safer for its operators. 


By 1870 Parliament had decreed that all children between the ages of five and ten should go to school. School boards or committees were set up and many new schools were built. Mothers in poor families welcomed the change with open arms – their children were being taken into account where education was concerned, and there was at last new hope for a better and fairer Britain. 




1
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1876 


As dawn broke over the rooftops of 11 Kelly’s Yard in Shadwell, East London, Maria Bertram stirred in her sleep as she turned to breathe in the fragrance of scented honeysuckle wafting in through the open window. Hers was a small, stuffy bedroom shared with her brother and sister. In her semi-conscious state she hung on drowsily to the remnants of her dreams until they faded and merged with the chattering song of a blackbird perched near by and the gentle whimpering of her younger brother lying on a cot mattress on the floor beside her bed. 


Reaching across to him, Maria touched his shoulder, murmuring sleepily, ‘It’s all right, Willy … only a dream … turn over and it’ll go away.’


‘Did I wet the bed, Ria?’ mumbled the sleepy five-year-old, his sloping green eyes flickering half open and peering at her. ‘Did I wet the bed?’ This anxiety was nothing new and Maria was quite used to hearing her brother talking in this half-awake state, especially at first light. 


Once up, dressed and ready to face the day, relieved at having passed another night without shaming himself, Willy seemed to have no worries whatsoever. He depended for the most part on his eight-year-old sister Daisy to look out for him once she had come home from morning school. A shy boy and a little slow on the uptake, he hadn’t really a care in the world other than the fear of wetting the bed. This had happened only three times since he had been out of a napkin cloth, but still the fear of disgracing himself and giving his hard-working mother extra washing haunted him. 


Slipping her arm beneath her brother’s warm and sleepy body, Maria felt the sheet, which was also warm and damp, but from his perspiration and nothing else. With her hand on his arm, she leaned forward and whispered, ‘No, Willy  …’ course you never wet the bed. Do you need the chamber pot?’ 


‘No … don’t need to …’ He yawned, curling up and mumbling something before returning to his childish dreams. ‘Night-night, Ria.’ 


‘It’s nearly morning, sweetheart. Soon be time to get up,’ she whispered, smiling. The lad was already back in his world of dreams despite having had a good night’s rest – this five-year-old seemed to need more than eight hours’ sleep, with his eyes shut tight against the world. His dreams were always vivid and he was forever describing them, especially to his sister Daisy, who wasn’t in the least bit interested and hardly ever listened to his long-drawn-out ramblings. 


Carefully lifting wisps of sweaty brown hair off his face with the tips of her fingers, Maria watched as his breathing became even and relaxed now that he was back in his world of fantasy and magic. Then, sinking her head back into her pillow, she stifled a yawn, listening for the sounds of a new day beginning outside. As she slowly remembered that she had something special to look forward to later that day, a warm glow spread through her and she let her thoughts flow. She hadn’t heard the low, whining sound of the local brewery hooter marking the seventh hour, and until she did she could afford to lie back and enjoy this precious time of day when she was all by herself – her thoughts entirely her own. Of course, she could hear distant clamour in the surrounding streets and courtyards as early workers began their day and pedlars called out, promoting their wares, but it all drifted above her head, and the dawn chorus of early risers, dogs and town birds could have been miles away for all the notice she took. 


The familiar echoing clip-clop of the carthorse’s hoofs on the cobblestones as it came into the yard was a welcome reminder that she was due for a rummage through the rag-and-bone man’s pile of second-hand clothes. Maria’s only working skirt was beginning to wear at the hem and her Sunday frock, previously salvaged from one of Olly Black’s bundles on one of his returns from a Hampstead run, was too frivolous to comply with the rules of Bollards & Co., the shop-fitting company in Commercial Road. She had been lucky to secure her position as a filing clerk and general office girl Friday in the otherwise male-dominated offices, and couldn’t afford to be dismissed over the breaking of a silly rule. Neither did she want to draw unwanted attention to herself since she was already walking a fine line by having broken another of the company rules, which had resulted in a handsome colleague asking her to meet him secretly. Maria had admired the young gentleman, John Cunningham, who had finally plucked up the courage to invite her to go for a walk in Shadwell Green this coming Sunday. Up until then they had simply smiled cautiously at each other and exchanged a few snatched words on passing when Maria delivered the morning post to the architects’ department, where he was employed as an apprentice and runner to a team of draughtsmen. 


Bollards, an old and archaic firm, had clear and strict rules, the breaking of which resulted in dire consequences for the employee who ignored or even bent them. Under no circumstances were clerical staff to mix with the shop floor workers, and within the office block the inflexible rule of no talking was to be obeyed at all times. 


Properly awake and alert, with the sun streaming in through the gap between the two pieces of moth-eaten, faded floral curtain, Maria pictured herself, dressed in a summer gown with matching bonnet, John Cunningham by her side, strolling through the gardens on a breezy summer’s day with only the song of birds for company. Of course, this was just wistful fantasy, but such dreams were all the more important for seeming unattainable. It was Maria’s way of coping with the drudgery of everyday life in a cramped and dilapidated house with barely enough money coming in to feed and clothe herself, her two younger siblings and her exhausted widowed mother. 


In reality, Shadwell Green would be a noisy place, with scruffy children letting off steam, shrieking and yelling at one another and enjoying a rough-and-tumble or getting into a real fight. Here in this corner of East London, wild half-starved dogs would also take refuge, barking continuously, darting all over the place or simply lying in the shade, dying. Drunks would argue viciously over a drop of cheap gin or be stretched out on the grass in the shade of a tree, out for the count. But for the majority of the people living in and around Shadwell, Wapping and Stepney, these gardens were a place to get away and appreciate the sense of being in the countryside – albeit a very noisy little piece of heaven. 


Bringing herself firmly back to earth, Maria pictured what she might be wearing if her neighbour Olly should have nothing in his ramshackle wooden cart to suit her taste and thin purse. She had only one long grey skirt and jacket to her name, and two blouses which she had worn as her work uniform and which John Cunningham had seen many times. Her second-hand and extremely outmoded Sunday outfit wouldn’t do for this romantic rendezvous; apart from anything else it was far too puerile and tight around the sleeves. If all else failed she would have to find a way to liven up her standard outfit. She thought that her preferred linen blouse with the lace-trimmed collar and cuffs would benefit from a new ribbon under the collar, a lovely red silk ribbon with a matching band sewn on to her straw bonnet. 


She glanced across the small bedroom, her eyes resting on the skinny eight-year-old, Daisy, who was kicking off her bed sheet and cursing under her breath. Maria imagined her sister’s freckled face screwing up if she were to present her with a tiny matching red bow to clip into her long, unkempt corkscrew curls. Sleeping soundly again in the corner of the room on a mattress, her tangled brown hair strewn all over the place, Daisy was dead to the world, lying on top of her flannelette sheet in her worn and stitched knickers and bodice, her white legs akimbo. 


Looking from her to Willy, Maria made herself a promise, as she had so many times before, that one day she would earn enough money to buy them nice new things to wear instead of always having to forage through the rag-and-bone man’s sack. Her sister Daisy was boyish and a street raker, hardly ever indoors and someone who didn’t really much care that she had only one drab old frock which hung unevenly around her ankles beneath her grey patched pinafores, or that her thick black stockings had been restitched time and time again and were hanging together by threads. 


For three years now, since their father had died from tuberculosis, day-to-day living had been hard for the family. Between Maria and her mother they could manage to keep a roof, albeit a leaking one, over their heads, food on the table and clothes on their backs. Maria’s mother, Liza, a good, hard-working woman, somehow managed to make ends meet, but at the turn of a week the shillings earned, after rent had been deducted, amounted to very little when piled on the table. 


At least here in Kelly’s Yard, where Maria and her sister and brother had been born, she could be sure that her neighbours would, should the hour of need arrive, be there with good cheer and well-meant advice and bread if they were hungry. There was an unspoken camaraderie in this small, close-knit place which surfaced when one of the families, through no fault of their own, could no longer cope without a helping hand. Neighbours would then pull together until the family in question was more or less capable of staving off hunger pains and could pay their rent. 


Over the years there had been occasions when there had been nothing any of them could do to save a family that had hit rock bottom. When it came to this their fate could only be left in the hands of the good Lord to see them through a period in the much dreaded and feared workhouse. Overriding terror of that wretched place lurked in the shadows and was a reminder to those fortunate enough to have some kind of a roof over their heads. 


Fully aware of their lot, they nevertheless had no time for envy of the greedy privileged who, by ill-gotten gains or otherwise, lived in comfort and luxury with more money than they or their extended families could possibly spend in many lifetimes. Time, experience and life had taught them that to lose sleep over the injustices of the world helped not one iota and did little other than cause anger and frustration. 


Those less fortunate than Maria’s family, who slept rough in filthy streets, were in the main too far gone down the slippery slope and too downtrodden to be angry. The poor, only just existing above the poverty line in and around the docks, could often be seen bending over a few sticks of burning wood, cooking a meal in a tin from scraps of food they had begged, stolen or picked up in the markets. 


The plea of the poverty-stricken fell on deaf ears as a rule, and the handful of those in a position to speak out and condemn capitalism were quickly branded by their peers with the patronising label ‘misguided philanthropist’. 


With the grim reality around her, and the hint of worse times to come for the people of Shadwell and Wapping, Maria was in no doubt that her birthplace was slowly changing, and that it was only a matter of time before all of them in Kelly’s Yard and the surrounding courts faced eviction. Family homes were family homes, no matter how small and lacking, and she could envisage hundreds of mothers and children sobbing when they saw their own morsel of heritage razed to the ground to make way for grander, taller buildings. Whether offices or grand town houses were to be built on the sites made no difference when a home was being smashed into rubble. To the Shadwellians, Shadwell was theirs. To those born and bred in Wapping, then Wapping was theirs. This bond was also felt by those living in Stepney, Bethnal Green, Hackney, Bow, Whitechapel and by those who for generations had lived and worked alongside the river or close to it on both sides, in Blackwall Reach, Greenwich, Limehouse, Surrey, Rotherhithe – the entire double bend of the River Thames from Blackwall to the Tower of London. This was their river, their River Thames. 


Dilapidated homes were, for reasons of gain and not welfare, gradually and slowly being possessed and demolished to make space for avenues of select houses. For Britain this was a time of peak industrial wealth. But the rich were becoming richer and the poor poorer; the impoverished ignored or conveniently forgotten while wealthy merchants and noble country landlords saw their bank balances rise. Not satisfied with owning grand sprawling countryside estates elsewhere, certain members of the gentry, who could not afford a home in the wealthier parts of London but wanted splendid town houses and mansions designed and built for them to provide a residence in the capital, opted for riverside homes. 


It was becoming even more fashionable to have a London place to be frequented by the gentry in the ‘season’, as the aristocratic and wealthy referred to it, or simply to come to see and be seen by peers and hopefully be invited to attend lavish balls with other frustrated, aspiring upper-class parents desperate to rid themselves of their adult children. To secure marriages within families of either wealth, title or both, remained the everlasting dream. 


Maria, whose only education had come from her father, was intelligent and wise enough to realise that land in East London was cheap and its proximity to the city caused it to be sought after as a place in which to build these grand homes set around tree-lined squares and illuminated romantically at nightfall by gas light. To accommodate this influx of society, crumbling hovels, which had at least given a roof to impoverished families, had been, and still were being, razed to the ground by astute prosperous landlords – landlords who were in some instances forced to offer alternative accommodation to those they were making homeless. No one dare turn down the alternative flea pits tendered for fear of being thrown into the workhouse or on to the overcrowded and filthy streets to battle with death. The promise of new charity trust housing was sincere, but it was anyone’s guess as to whether or not the dream would come to fruition or whether priorities would simply continue to work in favour of the influential rich. 


As she left for work, stepping around a fresh pile of steaming horse manure, compliments of the rag-and-bone man’s old mare, Maria came face to face with Charlie, the cart-pusher, a short man with thick grey hair growing only on the sides of his head and poking out beneath his battered old trilby. He was struggling with a loaded barrow, pushing the stubborn wooden cartwheels hard over the cobbled stones, his shoulders bent from years of hard, laborious work. Beads of perspiration were trickling down his face and neck and soaking into his grubby red (and what could almost be passed for white) neckerchief. Stopping for a well-earned breather, he eased the now useless tiny butt of a roll-up from the corner of his mouth and dropped it to the ground. ‘D’yer reckon it’s gonna rain, Maria? I couldn’t ’alf do with a July shower,’ he gasped. 


‘No such luck, Charlie.’ Maria smiled. ‘It’s gonna be a scorcher, I reckon. Why don’t you stop off for five minutes and ’ave a cup of coffee with Mum?’ 


‘More’n my life’s worth, ducks. A jug of water’ll do me. Some for inside and some for out.’ He pushed the moth-eaten brim of his hat off his forehead and nodded towards the water tap. ‘Second thoughts, I’ll fill a bucket an’ pour it over meself. Is the rat-catcher abaht?’ 


‘Dunno. Go and see if the traps are set,’ she said, walking away and calling back over her shoulder, ‘Olly Black’s in ’is stable sortin’ out ’is old rags. He’ll know. And tell ’im to clear away this morning’s parcel! It stinks!’ 


At the sound of his master’s name, the old carthorse in the stable whinnied loudly, bringing the rag-and-bone merchant from the back of the stables to check on the fuss. Shielding his eyes from the sunlight, he peered across at Charlie and waved him over with a surreptitious hand gesture, as if he had something very secret and special to show him. It was an old trick he had learned somewhere and one that everyone who knew Olly smiled at. 


‘’Course Olly’ll know,’ Charlie replied, giving her a sly wink. ‘Knows everyfing, that one … or so he likes to think. On yer way then, cock. Don’t wanna lose time or you’ll end up wiv no work, no hat and broken shoes!’ 


Laughing at him and his funny expressions, Maria was unaware that she was being watched from the window of one of the rooms above the stable by someone who was thought to be a rather mysterious young man. This was Steffan Tremain, who lived there with his father. The father, a man in his late forties, had the vague air of a gentleman, but since he had not once spoken to any of his neighbours in the yard they could only surmise from his and his son’s shabby old tailored clothes and demeanour that they were from a very different walk of life. 


Mr Tremain’s dour expression was deliberate. He preferred to give a silent message – Speak not one word to me. His son, tall and lean with a gentle face, light blue eyes and fair hair, who was coming up to his twenty-first birthday, was no easier to fathom. To his neighbours he appeared to be shy and withdrawn with an aura that aroused curiosity but at the same time did nothing to invite suspicion. The very fact that he seemed unable to look anyone in the eye stirred bemused compassion rather than concern. 


Father and son had been living in drab rooms above the stable for two years and were each employed at London railway stations, the young man leaving the house at mid-morning at exactly the same time, except on Sundays, and returning late in the evening, while his father seemed to come and go with no particular routine. 


Steffan, who was still watching Maria, imagined himself, as he had so many times before, enjoying a conversation with his neighbours, and especially with the lovely girl who lived with her colourful family in the yard. He knew her name. He had heard her called by it. Maria. 


There had been several occasions when this outwardly introverted young man had timed his leaving the yard to coincide with Maria departing for work so that he might walk beside her and begin a conversation. So far, however, his instincts had stopped him. His father would only spoil things. Since the day some six years ago when Steffan’s mother had left their home in the country and his father had dragged him to London away from his place of birth in Essex, Steffan Tremain had had little choice other than to keep himself to himself, which was very much against his character. Had he not been blessed with his mother’s calm, strong temperament he would by now be so downtrodden as to have lost all hope of right triumphing over wrong. But now, having almost reached the landmark age, the thought of which had kept him going through the darkest of times, he was ready to walk away from his overbearing father, who had always ruled with the birch and had now become a pathetic responsibility and burden. 


On the frightening and unhappy journey from Saffron Walden, when Steffan was just fourteen years old, Mr Tremain had instructed his son, and forcefully so, that whatever happened they were from then on to keep themselves to themselves and on no account let anyone know who they were or where they had come from. At that time Steffan had had no idea of his fate or that his father was facing a term in prison, and that he would have to make his own way until the two-year sentence had been served. 


Aware that the very good-looking and polite young man who she had still not yet spoken to was watching her, Maria felt herself blush. This was not the first time she had found herself thinking that she would like to break through the invisible barrier that he seemed to need to keep between himself and those living in Kelly’s Yard. Not wishing to embarrass him, she made a pretence of not having caught his eye and hitched up her skirt to avoid the hem sweeping the dirty cobblestones. 


‘Got to stop off at the cobbler’s one day this week …’ she murmured self-consciously. ‘Can’t go on an outing with John Cunningham in worn-down heels.’ Her thought went from her boots to her bonnet and the new ribbons she was going to buy. She still had the sense that her every move was being observed and her every word listened to, right up until the moment she strode out of the yard and through the half-moon passage, out of sight. 


‘You couldn’t ’ave come on a better day, Charlie!’ said the rag-and-bone man, creeping forward and looking around. ‘I’ve got a little something out the back that’ll do you a turn or two,’ he continued, talking behind his hand. ‘Got it from a posh old girl up West London. Was ’er husband’s, be all accounts. ’Andsome, thick worsted frock-coat, as long as you like and in lovely condition. Smells beautiful, it do – pure mothball. I’ve got a couple of top hats an’ all. Gawd … what a show you’d give the neighbours, eh?’ He chuckled, leaning back and admiring the skinny old man. 


‘What do he want wiv a bleedin’ fick coat in July, you silly sod!’ Olly’s wife, Angel, was carrying her workbench from inside her front room, where it was used as a kitchen table. ‘Keep it for ’im till November comes round. He can put sixpence down and pay the shilling once it’s on ’is back.’ 


‘And what if it’s sold before then?’ 


‘Please God it will be and we can ’ave some lard on our bread.’ Angel the matchbox-maker grinned, unloading her work materials from a tin box and setting them up as she had done for several years. Strips of magenta paper and thin pieces of wood, once in neat piles, would be pasted together with a small brush and then thrown on the ground to dry before Angel set to and formed pyramids of trays and lids. Her matchboxes would then be tied with string, and sent back to the factory. In summertime the warm air would dry the woman’s work, but in the winter a tiny glowing coal fire in the corner of her kitchen cum living room would be kept in day and night – a pathetic attempt to dry the boxes as well as warm her aching bones. 


‘You’ve always got dripping for your bread, wife, so you have! And meat on the plate once if not twice a week!’ called Olly from the stable, loud enough for all those living in the yard to hear. 


‘And a bleeding great goose at Christmas!’ laughed one of the other women from an upstairs window. 


‘You come across any towels from them fancy hotels yet, Olly?’ yelled another. ‘Promises won’t dry us, will they?’ 


‘And impatience won’t bring rewards! If my old man says he’s gonna get a batch of nice big white towels, he will! Be nice money, an’ all!’ 


‘Tuppence a towel, I was told, Angel!’ 


‘Well, you was told wrong, then, wasn’t you!’ Olly answered for his wife. ‘Sixpence is what I said … and we’re not talking about worn-out and threadbare!’ 


‘Only when he’s talking about ’is pockets he’s talking worn-out and threadbare!’ cackled Angel, enjoying herself. 


‘You’ve never gone short, woman! I see you all right and you know it! No holes in your boots!’ 


‘Not much boot around the holes, more like!’ 


And so the good-natured banter between husband and wife continued, and Angel Black, mother of three sons, settled herself on a purpose-made box by her bench, legs wide apart and with a waft of her own familiar smell coming from under her layers of grubby clothes. 


Their chatter was going over Charlie’s head. He was thinking about Maria and how much she reminded him of his late wife when she had been young and carefree. Similar light brown eyes, big and smiling, same thick dark brown hair and eyebrows. 


‘Never mind the overcoat, then,’ said Olly, flapping a hand. ‘Come on out the back of the stable and rummage through the shirts, Charlie. All wrapped up in a bundle they are, and as white as snow itself.’ 


‘Not today, mate.’ Charlie winked, nice and friendly. ‘When me boat comes in I’ll ’ave a change of wardrobe.’ With that he slapped the man on the shoulder and laughed. ‘When me ship comes in I’ll buy the bloomin’ lot off yer!’ 


‘Well, won’t that be a fine thing.’ Olly grinned. ‘And per’aps you’ll buy us a castle to live in. Move us lot out of this dump and ship us off to a castle in Scotland. That’d do me.’ 


‘Why,’ said Charlie, pulling his hat down over his eyes, shielding them from the sun, ‘this is a lovely little place to be. Always fancy I’m in a different part of town when I come in ’ere. It’s a sort of pleasant grubby world of its own, wouldn’t you say?’ 


‘Well, I s’pose you could say that, Charlie,’ replied his mate, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ‘Yes … now you come to mention it it’s not altogether a pigsty, is it? The drains tend to pong a bit at times and ’orse shit hums on a warm day, but then we don’t really smell it any more. Used to it, you see. And you won’t see finer honeysuckle than that one creeping up Maria’s mother’s wall. Liza Bertram planted that in that old barrel years ago and now look at it. Beau’iful!’ He shook his head thoughtfully. ‘Funny old world … out of stinking manure comes the lovely scent of honeysuckle.’ 


Leaving Olly to look about himself with a touch of renewed pride and satisfaction, Charlie pushed his cart into the rat-catcher’s section of the stable and unloaded three drums of poison into the iron lock-up, thinking that perhaps he shouldn’t have praised the yard as a decent place to live but privately admire it and give nothing away. He quite fancied Olly’s little two-up, two-down himself. Or one like it. As he rested for a while in the shade, the smell of the fresh bales of straw made him feel like a five-minute kip next to the old mare. The ramshackle stable wasn’t as clean as it might have been but there was a homely feel to the place and the two rows of crumbling red-brick houses squaring up to the stables did give Kelly’s Yard a special kind of atmosphere. And there had to be a reason why those who were born here or had moved in never moved out, unless it was on the back of the undertaker’s wagon. 


Kelly’s Yard was, however, under threat. Daughters and sons had for generations been taking over the tiny houses from their mothers and fathers once they had passed away. Now a dark cloud hovered over this yard. Not that the tenants had an inkling that ominous clouds were gathering over the future of their homes. And so they continued as they had always done, the men repairing leaking rooftops, gutters and broken windows as best they could, the women taking it in turns to scrub the communal lavatory block to one side of the stable, which was strictly for the use of those living in the yard. 


A standpipe with an attached water tap ran along the outside wall of the privies, and in the very far corner of the yard was the shared cook-house, with three back-to-back old brick fireplaces and an iron bar across each from which to hang a stew pot. Beneath the bar, the fireplace housed rusty iron grates on which a heavy pot-roaster could be held securely above the flames, spreading delicious wafts of roasting potatoes and parsnips on cooking day, and, if a family was very lucky, a small piece of fatted roasting meat or wild rabbit brought back by Olly after one of his Essex rounds. 


Fuel for the fires, small logs and offcuts, was piled in one corner of the stable, and fresh loads were brought in fortnightly by horse and cart from Wanstead by Olly, who had lived in the yard at number six all his life. Fuel wasn’t dirt cheap or easy to come by, so for reasons of economy fires were lit only on Mondays for the washing of laundry in tin baths and again on Saturdays, when they were kept in until the early hours of the next morning and the last of the families, according to their rota held by Sophie Marcovitch, the rat-catcher’s wife, had had their turn at cooking. 


Left to simmer on the Sunday embers was always an enormous black pot in which at least five or six round plump suet puddings simmered. Flavoured with snips of bacon fat or small squares of cheese, or sweetened with figs, a slice of boiled pudding each day, toasted or cold, was not only tasty and filling, but nutritious. 


Only those who lived in Kelly’s Yard and their visitors had reason to come in through the half-moon passageway, and when a stranger happened to saunter through into the yard, somebody living in one of the tiny houses would appear protectively at a window or in a doorway, watching suspiciously. The stranger, usually a gentleman from the city or the country, would then either offer a polite smile and leave or ask directions to somewhere else. 


Maria had yet to meet one of these fine gentlemen she had heard about, and she had sometimes wondered what their reaction might be if she were to invite one of them in to see that, poor though they were, their homes were kept clean despite the circumstances in which they had to manage. She wanted to offer a glimpse of the inside of the homes they seemed to find so fascinating from the outside, so they could leave with a new perspective on a world that so far they had only read about in a work of fiction or in the exaggerated prose of newspaper columns. 


Although her family house was very small and the furniture purchased from second-hand shops, it was homely, with the living space occupied by two worn and creaky fireside chairs, a square dining table and two ill-matching high-backed chairs. The old mirror in its carved frame and two old oil paintings of the Suffolk countryside in the autumn had been purchased by Maria’s father long ago when he had seen them stacked with others in an old junk shop and bought them for no more than a shilling for the lot. 


In her mother’s living room, where the only light at night was from a small oil lamp, Maria sometimes imagined a gentleman of means in one of the fireside chairs enjoying a cup of tea by the burning coals on a winter’s day. It was no more than a fancy, but to her the pictures conjured up in her own mind were as vivid as those she saw in the real world daily, and more preferable. 


To see gentlemen in fine clothes coming into this poor man’s yard was not so unusual but neither was it that common. Journalists, writers, men of the press and painters had become intrigued by the people in this dark and mysterious part of London so close to the docks and the River Thames, and the way they coped with poverty and hunger. To Maria’s mind, the fact that they ventured where others from the same class dared not tread showed that there was some hope that they were not entirely self-absorbed and might actually register the injustice in the huge gap between the fabulously wealthy and the pitifully poor. 


As in most other places in East London, in Shadwell and Wapping families were so large that they spilled out on to the streets. Mostly unwashed and wearing dirty, shabby clothes, they loitered, argued, joked or squatted cross-legged on filthy pavements by litter-filled gutters, playing cards. To an outsider not used to the sight or the area, they would indeed look a touch menacing. But anyone who spent time in their company, listening to them, would soon realise that these tough, unfortunate people, given half a chance, would much sooner be inside a decent warm, dry home or working, especially on freezing cold winter evenings. Should anyone criticise her neighbours, Maria would have no qualms whatsoever about being totally honest and pointing out that the dwellings in which they ‘lived’ had enough space only for makeshift beds on damp stone floors. In reality ‘home’ meant a bed for the night and no more. ‘Possessions’ were for the wealthy, who took them for granted, but here they had to make do with the very bare necessities, which they did sometimes, and with good reason, resent. 


The children, with their active imaginations, made the very most of the shiny worn-down cobblestones, often playing their own invented outside games while their mothers sat by their front doors toiling over their piecework. Making the most of things was one way to avoid falling into the trap of wretchedness and the sense of being downtrodden, which inevitably bred a mean, resentful spirit. Even though the occasional row or fist fight broke out, in general peace reigned in Kelly’s Yard. 


Living as people did cheek by jowl, with ever-increasing broods crammed into overcrowded rooms, infections spread fast, and the sound of coughing during the winter months was as common as the sound of the wind whistling through and around this tiny corner of London town. The families living in the yard, so far as Maria was concerned, were by and large a good-natured bunch, but it wasn’t all camaraderie and light banter. There were occasions when tempers were high and spirits low. The people living here were no distance from the Thames and the docks, and so they had seen their fair share of the illnesses and diseases common to the area, and there was often a need for them to pull together when a neighbour was mourning for a lost loved one or friend. It was not unusual for the dying to be very young. The winters were harshly cruel and biting and the summers just as wicked as the temperature soared and stifled the rancid air, accelerating the breeding of disease-spreading flies and rats. 


Maria often felt lucky that her sister Daisy and her brother Willy were now just old and strong enough to fight off most infections, and that her mother, though tired and worn out, especially since her husband had died, was still relatively robust, if a little malnourished. 


Fortunately rats weren’t a problem for Maria’s family or for her neighbour. At number six lived old Jacob Marcovitch, the rat-catcher, who took pride in the fact that his neighbours rarely caught sight of this hated and feared vermin. Mice and cockroaches were something else. Mice were left to the stray cats, who would otherwise starve to death without this source of food, and thereby cause more disease to spread from their maggot-ridden remains. Cockroaches, the biggest problem of all, had to be tackled when spotted. This was Jacob’s way of seeing things, and no one argued with the old gentleman, who, at the crack of dawn each morning and before he went out on his rounds, would check and reset his rat traps, and every night before turning in would repeat the same pattern. 


To his mind, Jacob’s work was his vocation. His wife Sophie, the mattress-filler, was responsible for looking after their three grown sons, apart from those times when punishment was required to be meted out. By working outside, stuffing mattresses for a local factory, Sophie Marcovitch could on a good day make seven pence while her neighbour, Angel Black, wife of the rag-and-bone man, whose rough and large hands were always busy making matchboxes, toiled all hours for a penny a gross. The rest of the women living in the yard, Maria’s mother Liza included, worked outside their houses on wooden chairs or the doorstep engaged in outwork such as brush-making and belt-finishing. During the bitter or wet winter months, when the weather made it impossible and the drains were too overpowering, the women had to manage inside their cramped dwellings as best they could, with their materials spread about them, taking up the little space there was. 


Although most of the children in Shadwell attended the paupers’ school for two or three hours in the nearby mission hall in Trinity Square, St George’s in the East, they still had to find ways of making a few pennies. Older brothers and sisters who were too young to find proper work would scavenge in the markets for bruised fruit and vegetables or tout for odd jobs, carrying sacks of coal or helping street vendors to pack up their wares and clear away rubbish. Those children too frail or timid to beg would run home after their lessons to look after baby brothers or sisters, allowing their mothers to work faster on their back-bending outwork, without distraction. Jacob the rat-catcher and his wife Sophie, however, were more fortunate. They had sent their boys off to work in a tin box factory in Wapping once they had marked their eighth birthday, where they now had a job for life. Their uncle had been working at the factory since he was a boy and was in a position to pull strings when relatives’ lads came of age. 


Other fathers, who had not absconded or been press-ganged on a ship or imprisoned, worked from dawn to dusk for small reward in the nearby docks, markets and factories. Stealing from those who were better off had become a normal way of life, and going outside the area to take from rich folk who could well afford to be charitable but lacked benevolence did not seem ungodly to those on the breadline. From a very early age the children living in Kelly’s Yard, like thousands of others elsewhere, learned how to slip and slide, duck and dive, in order to fetch home ‘the bacon’ – food for their families. Canny and naturally born wayward children went on to more lucrative crime, picking pockets and pogues and squeezing in through the tiny windows of big houses in and out of the area. 


By her open doorway on this fine morning, with steaming tea in a chipped blue-and-white enamelled mug on the window sill, sat the rat-catcher’s wife, Sophie, a short, round woman in her early forties. Her thinning hair scuffed back with pins and with dark rings around her eyes, she looked older than her years from worry and hard work, but she was nearly always in fair spirits and enjoyed nothing more than to give advice about oncoming perils. With all three of her sons now earning a living of sorts, four or so shillings a week, she had expected to be able to take life a little easier, but as history had proved over and over again, the lads’ earnings, even now that they were older, were only enough to clothe and boot themselves, with a little left over for a beer or two at the local taverns, which meant Mother still had to supply most of their food. 


Sophie drank down her tea in one go and then, with a pile of horsehair and flock by her right hand and gripping the open end of the mattress cover with her left, she began her work. As if she were a human machine she started with great expertise to feed the stuffing into the thick twill cover, with a little made-up tune running through her head. Within minutes of getting into her slow and even rhythm she began to sing quietly as she worked … 




‘One two three, one two three, here we go … 


Stuffing the mattress before we sew. 


Shove in a sparrow and what do you know, 


Someone might lose a smelly toe. 


Shove in a blackbird and my oh my, 


Someone could end up with only one eye. 


Shove in a bird with a beak sharp as rock 


And someone might end up with a right bleedin’ cock … les 


and winkles for Sunday tea … 


Mother-in-law says you will invite me—’ 





‘Oi, oi, oi!’ Jacob’s voice came booming from inside the house. ‘You leave my mother out of it! You could learn something from her!’ 


With the other women joining in the ditty and adding their own lines ad hoc, the yard was in full swing. This communal singing, with various tunes from silly made-up ditties to popular songs of the day, echoing through the yard, would go on until it was time for a tea break. It all helped to ease the burning deep pain in their shoulders or lower backs, and at the same time make light of the repetitive and mind-numbing work which gave little financial reward. Carried away with a ballad, they relaxed while they worked and thought of nothing more than the lyrics of the chosen song, allowing all cares and woes to float away. 


So immersed were they in their own world the women hardly noticed the middle-aged, austere gentleman who lived above the smelly stables coming down the wooden steps, his head held high and wearing his usual attire of black shabby coat, striped trousers and stale-tobacco-smelling bowler hat. Striding through the yard, paying no attention to the women whatsoever, he went through the half-moon passage as if they were invisible and soundless. Even though they had jollied up their song for his benefit, still he had ignored them and stepped up his pace, eager to get away from this awful place and to Fenchurch Street railway station, where he was employed as a porter. 


‘What d’yer reckons to ’im, then, Sophie?’ Angel Black grinned, one eye on the interloper as he disappeared through the archway. ‘Is he a prince or a pauper just like us lot?’ 


‘Neither, I shouldn’t think,’ said her friend, pushing a long thick needle through a mattress she had stuffed and was knotting. ‘No … that one’s got the eyebrows of a murderer. Dark and thick and so close together they meet in the middle. Wouldn’t want to meet ’im on a lonely night.’ 


‘A murderer?’ Liza Bertram, trimming the bristles of a newly made hairbrush, chuckled. ‘Too feeble for that. It takes a strong man to kill a person. My Maria feels sorry for the man … and his son. Says they’re like ducks out of water.’ 


‘Each to their own, Liza. Each to their own. You can’t say we’ve not given that man and his son a fair chance. Olly’s tried to engage ’im in conversation many a time, but he either shakes ’is head or gives him a certain look which is a touch on the snooty side.’ 


‘Olly engages everyone, Sophie. Always got somefing to sell.’ 


‘And what’s wrong wiv that, Liza Bertram, may I enquire!’ 


‘Nuffing wrong with it, Angel Black. Your ’usband has a living to make and he works every minute God sends … all I’m saying is—’ 


‘Well, for my money,’ Sophie cut in, her own thoughts still uppermost in her mind, ‘I would say that I wouldn’t be too certain that he’s not a murderer. No. I wouldn’t be too slack over it. You tell your Maria to keep out of ’is way, Liza.’ 


‘Ha!’ Liza smiled, lifting her eyes to meet Sophie’s. ‘And you think that strong-headed daughter of mine would take notice?’ 


‘I would say so. She’s not an obstinate girl. Got vigour, that’s all … and that’s no bad thing. She’ll work ’er way out of this place … you mark my words. I wish one of my sons would court and marry your girl. Lucky the chap who gets your Maria, Liza … oh, yes, lucky the chap.’ 


‘Don’t know about your Daisy, though, Liza. Little minx,’ said Angel Black, tying string around a container of finished matchboxes. ‘That frisky little mare’ll end up running all the lads out of this court the way she goes on. Eight years old and frightens the life out of the lads if they would but admit it. Needs a little bit of harnessing, that one.’ 


‘She is a little cow … we all know that … but she’s honest and that’s no bad thing. God knows we could do with some honesty in our lives. Would that things were as good as they used to be.’ Sophie smiled wistfully and slowly shook her head, enjoying a little bit of nostalgia. ‘My poor mother, may she be resting in peace, would turn in her grave should she see the way things have turned out. She always said that life for her children would be much better than it had been for her. I’m not so sure.’ She sighed, looking about herself. ‘I think we were better off then than we are now. We always had a piece of fruit every day, no matter what.’ 


‘Well, you would ’ave done,’ said Angel. ‘Your dad was a porter in Spitalfields fruit market. I doubt you ever saw a bit of meat, though.’ 


‘My Maria’ll be all right,’ said Liza, warding off an argument between her two neighbours, who were always at each other, looking for a squabble, baiting and scoring points. ‘A bit high spirited, that’s all. Bright as a button, though. She could end up running the country. And wouldn’t that be something to boast about? A woman running the men out of government.’ 


‘What a different world this would be if that were the case,’ said Sophie, always eager to put the world to rights. ‘They’re gonna stop public execution, you know,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘And it could be this year. Don’t know what they fink they’re doin’. You’d think they’d know better. There’ll be more murders,’ she added, gravely. ‘More murders. What kind of a world will it be in the future? I don’t think I want grandchildren. How could I sleep at night worrying over them?’ 


‘Why do you say that?’ Liza looked up from her work, disturbed momentarily by this talk of the dark and morbid side of life. ‘Why would abolishing penny-a-look hangings cause more murders? That’s daft. It’s sickening to watch, anyway.’ 


‘You think so?’ Sophie kept her head down and concentrated on her sewing. 


‘Come on, you torment.’ Angel Black grinned. ‘What’re you thinking? What’ve you heard?’ 


‘Who says I’m thinking about it? It’s out of my mind,’ Sophie said, flapping her hand and putting on a droll face. ‘I’ve put it from my mind already. But I will say this and you can think on it. Don’t the very thought of ’aving one of your own being hanged for everyone to see and anyone to throw rotten fruit at make your blood run cold? And if you ’ad sons who might do anything to stop their kids from starving to death, wouldn’t you drum it into them from birth that they must never kill, no matter what the circumstances?’ 


‘’Course we would, Sophie! And so would you.’ 


‘But not everyone’s the same, are they? No. If some women didn’t ’ave to think of their sons hanging in public they might be inclined to turn a blind eye if their sons was murdering for money.’ She raised her eyes and looked from one to the other. ‘Wouldn’t you do anything you could to stop one of your sons thieving at any cost, if they was to face being hanged with all your neighbours there to see? With strangers chucking rotten fruit at someone you cherished. A husband, a child, a nephew. Could you bear to see that … and with a mob of strangers cheering the hangman?’ 


‘’Course we couldn’t bear it! Silly, daft thing to say! No mother wants to see one of her own—’ 


‘I rest my case,’ murmured Sophie, ‘I rest my case. But I will say one more thing before I thank you to drop the matter. Some people, not all, I grant you, but some people might relax a bit with regard to what they encourage and what they don’t encourage if they knew their sons could be hanged for everyone to see. Now do you see what I’m saying? What I’m getting at?’ 


Liza and Angel looked at each other and shrugged. ‘Kind of …’ murmured Angel, irritated by her neighbour’s self-assured conviction. ‘But I still don’t agree with you. The sooner they stop public execution the better.’ 


‘Well, you never was one to think too deeply about fings, was you?’ Sophie sniffed. ‘The list of hangings will rise to double once they execute in a dark and closed place where there are no witnesses and nosy parkers to see what’s exactly what. Never mind all the rest I’ve said.’ 


‘Shut your trap, Mrs Marcovitch!’ The sudden shrill voice of Daisy rang out from her open bedroom window. ‘I’ve got gutsache and I’m trying to get to sleep! Stop effin well goin’ on abaht murderers!’ The clanking shut of the window caused the women to wince. Too much force and the glass that was still in some of the small rotten frames would fall out. 


‘Yes.’ Angel smiled, her eyes on Liza. ‘Your Daisy’ll sort the men from the boys all right.’ 


‘The girl should be at school,’ snapped Sophie. ‘You’d best keep your eye on that one, Liza Bertram, before she brings trouble to your doorstep. And fetch trouble she will. Yes, I should keep a close eye on that one.’ 


‘Oh, I will, Sophie Marcovitch, I will.’ 


‘And Maria. She likes to think she’s above everyone in the yard just because she’s one of the first batch of women to be taken on to do the work of gentlemen. Women working in stuffy smoke-filled offices side by side whisky-supping so-called gentlemen and learning shorthand.’ She shook her head solemnly. ‘Whatever next? I dread to think.’ 


‘At least she’s not out there gaming herself like some I could mention, Mrs Marcovitch. Your nieces would do well to take a leaf out of Maria’s book,’ said Liza, constraining her anger. 


Ignoring that, Sophie smiled and slowly raised her eyes, looking from one woman to the other. ‘Look at yourselves. Working the fingers raw … and for what? For a few coppers to buy a loaf of bread and dripping. Face it, we’re stuck in a human machine that every now and then tumbles about a bit and promises something better, but we all end up in the same place … Poverty Place – always ’aving to make do.’ 


‘Which is why I’m proud of Maria … for using her brain instead of her body. And we’ll end it there, if you don’t mind. Let’s wait and see where she’ll be in five years’ time, shall we?’ 


‘Please God we’ll still be alive and not six feet under feeding the rats. There’ll be another plague, you see if I’m wrong. The Black Death didn’t go away … it just lies waiting, like all the killer germs do. Living in this filth and decay the way we do, I expect one of us will be the first to go down with it.’ 


Glancing at each other with a wry smile on their faces, Liza and Angel suddenly burst out laughing. 


‘Sure … make light of it the pair of you. Laugh and the Devil laughs with you.’ 


‘You’re a tonic, Sophie, whether you know it or not.’ Liza chuckled, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. ‘You’re funny and don’t know it.’ 


With a different tone in her voice, Sophie the mattress-filler picked up on her ditty with a change to the lyrics … 




‘One two three, one two three, watch your step, 


Jump on thin ice and you’re bound to get wet, 


Drowning in water but still let’s not fret, 


’Cos Liza and Angel are on a good bet, 


No harm will accost them ’cos … they’re carved from jet!’ 
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A week had passed since Maria had enjoyed her pleasant afternoon with John Cunningham and now she was at a loss to understand why he appeared to have been avoiding her at work. When going into the architects’ office with the post, she had been disappointed that he had either kept his head down or returned her smile with no more than a polite nod. Had they been seen talking, she wondered, and if so had John been warned not to associate with a colleague? Or was it a simple case of him not wishing to encourage her? All of these thoughts were swimming through her mind as she brushed out her long wavy hair and tried to fathom the reason behind his change of attitude and cool manner. He had acted as if he had enjoyed their time together on the day, and she had felt comfortable in his company, chatting freely about all manner of things on that warm Sunday afternoon. And as they took leave of each other fondly, she had believed that he had felt the same as herself and that a promising friendship at the least had been forged. 
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