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Foreword


Take any neighbourhood in any major city and the chances are that a little research will reveal layers of history that help to define its character in the present day. Fitzrovia is one such area, which has developed over three centuries to have one of London’s most varied and fascinating histories.


As historians such as Peter Ackroyd record, much of inner and central London evolved as a complex mixture of places of work, living and entertainment, and the interaction between these activities created neighbourhoods with a strong sense of place and their own unique identity. For London, it was only after the Blitz with its subsequent slum clearance and redevelopment, and the globalisation of production and consumption, that these close interrelationships began to unravel.


In the eighteenth century, urban development was largely carried out by the great estates owned by aristocratic landlords, and Fitzrovia was no exception to this. Yet, while the Bedford Estate to the east and the Cavendish-Harley Estate to the west managed to maintain substantial control over the use and repair of their properties, the Southampton (Fitzroy) Estate soon lost interest well before the first round of leases began to expire in the mid to late nineteenth century. It is not entirely clear why this happened, but it meant that the property around Fitzroy Square was sold off and soon became subdivided into cheap workshops and rooming houses.


Virginia Woolf and her brother Adrian were going against the social grain by taking rooms in Fitzroy Square in 1907, since families of wealth and influence were rapidly moving westwards into Marylebone and the new suburbs of the time such as Belgravia and Bayswater. Fitzrovia, therefore, became fertile ground for the manufacture of furniture and clothing, which involved many different crafts and trades often carried out by people working in their own homes. The availability of housing, albeit generally cramped and with few facilities, and work opportunities attracted refugees from Europe and a significant Jewish population. One of the main motivations for writing this book was because Ann’s own ancestors were Jewish clothing workers who were living in Howland Street until 1938.


As this book makes clear, the name ‘Fitzrovia’ is a relatively recent invention generally ascribed to Tom Driberg, a Daily Express journalist, often to be found propping up the bar in the Fitzroy Tavern in the 1940s. It had always been the haunt of artists, writers and musicians because of the proximity to the Slade School of Art and the Queen’s Hall and because of the availability of cheap lodgings and studio space. The ‘bohemian’ tendencies of many of the more celebrated residents led E. Beresford Chancellor to call it ‘London’s Old Latin Quarter’ and this soon became the dominant image of the area. In fact, it was only in the 1970s that local community groups began to use ‘Fitzrovia’ in defining the locality and this was gradually adopted by the City of Westminster and the London Borough of Camden. But Fitzrovia as an artistic and cultural Bohemia is only part of the story.


Ann argues throughout the book that Fitzrovia has always had an ‘edge-land quality’ and is often defined as being on the ‘other side’ of Oxford Street that is clearly different from Soho. This theme runs throughout the book and is still apparent today. Fitzrovia is different from its neighbours, Soho, Marylebone and Bloomsbury, and is itself on the ‘edge’ of two very old parishes and divided between two newer London boroughs.


It is also different in that it became a major centre for the manufacture of furniture and clothing, not so much for the aristocracy but for the growing middle classes. Methods of production represented an early form of ‘just-in-time delivery’. Pianos and furniture were assembled in the area for shops such as Maple’s in Tottenham Court Road. For the major Oxford Street stores, ladies’ clothing – the ‘mantle and costume trade’ – was made up in workshops and at home in order to deliver multiple stock so that the demand for ever-changing fashions could be satisfied with minimum delay. Long-term residents may remember the rails of the latest fashions being wheeled down the street to Peter Robinson or Bourne & Hollingsworth from the workshops around Mortimer Street and Eastcastle Street.


As Ann makes clear, the written sources on this vast workforce of skilled tradesmen and women are very limited. Amazingly, John Lewis’ archive had never before been asked for information on the cutters and seamstresses who made up the garments in its store, and as Ann notes, this ‘evokes invisibility and therefore also workers’ powerlessness and voicelessness’.


While the garment and furniture industries have gone global, new industries and activities, such as design, media, advertising and digital services have moved into Fitzrovia.


Ann’s book adds greatly to our knowledge about the ordinary lives of residents and their struggle against poverty and overcrowding. She also devotes several chapters to Fitzrovia’s proud history at the vanguard of the growth of trade unions, and the growing interest in public health and political protest which extended well into the twentieth century. Thus, a combination of personal family history and in-depth research makes this book a fascinating read and an important contribution to the history of one of London’s most characterful neighbourhoods.


Nick Bailey
Fitzrovia
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Map of the Borough of Saint Pancras dated 1934, highlighting the Fitzrovia area. (Camden Local Studies and Archives Centre: photograph by Erik Ros)
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Roque’s Map of London, 1769, detail showing the urban development of Fitzrovia. (Camden Local Studies and Archives Centre: photograph by Erik Ros)







Fitzrovia, the Other Side of Oxford Street


This book explores the distinctive place of Fitzrovia and its working people in the story of London, at a time of enormous change between 1900 and the end of the Second World War. It is the first work to be wholly focused on the daily activities and experiences of Fitzrovia’s working population rather than on the select group of artists and writers known as the ‘Fitzrovians’ that famously included Dylan Thomas.


Fitzrovia, situated on the north side of Oxford Street – the other side of the street from Soho, to the south – was home to my mother’s family of Jewish tailors before the Second World War. They were foreign immigrants, like many of Fitzrovia’s working people who came from all over Europe and beyond. This is one important reason why Fitzrovia has always fascinated me.


Fitzrovia was, and is, many sided. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries it was often publicly characterised by dark visions of an unruly nameless borderland contaminated with crime, deceit, poverty and sickness. However, other views have revealed its vigour and ability to harness change triumphantly and reinvent itself.


Fitzrovia never really fitted into the affluent West End, although this is perhaps now changing as it becomes ever more gentrified. At the same time it adjoins the West End in ways that make its exact boundaries hard to determine. Its edge-land quality, and the constant sense of movement conjured up by its changing populations and its fluid borders, has generated a sense of excitement in me from when I was a child.


Fitzrovia has always seemed, to some extent, unknown territory. It was connected to my feeling that my family’s history was a bit mysterious, its origins being in places like Poland and Belarus, whose own boundaries, I discovered, had shifted over the years and centuries. From a young age I’ve been wondering and imagining what daily life in pre-war Fitzrovia was like, particularly for its many immigrant families, like my mother’s family.


This family connection is one important reason why the book focuses on the period 1900–50. My matrilineal ties to Fitzrovia – ‘around Tottenham Court Road’, as my mother called it – began and ended within this timespan. But the other compelling reason for my interest in this historical period is that it brought major economic and social changes which affected Fitzrovia in numerous ways.


Transport and public health, work and leisure, and even food habits, were all transformed as underground trains came to central London; the car industry took root in and around Great Portland Street; the women’s outerwear trade swept into the locality; the two local boroughs of St Pancras and St Marylebone became healthcare pioneers; new entertainments like cinema and radio came in, and cafe life, centred on Tottenham Court Road and Charlotte Street, became a leisure pastime for the working classes. Indeed, there’s a good case for saying that the years 1900–50, momentous as they were for those who lived and worked on ‘the other side’ of Oxford Street, were the most interesting historically for Fitzrovia.


Why call the book The Other Side of Oxford Street? The reason is, I was intrigued by finding out that some West End Jews in Soho referred to Fitzrovia’s Jews as coming from ‘the Other Side’ of Oxford Street. In fact, the idea that Oxford Street had an ‘other side’ in communal terms, began with local Jewish communities. It immediately begs the question, ‘the other side of what?’ There are several possible answers.


For those Jews who lived in Soho, south of Oxford Street, ‘the Other Side’ meant the area on the north side of Oxford Street: somewhere a little beyond their centrally located West End habitation. But the Jewish residents of Fitzrovia, in their turn, thought of Soho as ‘the Other Side’. These groups of early twentieth-century Jews, separated by the barrier of Oxford Street, which was Fitzrovia’s southern boundary, did in fact think of themselves as separate communities, and it was a matter of note when a member of one community married someone in the other community. Some of their comments about, and explanations of, this division between almost identical communities appear in the book.


This idiosyncratic sense of place also indicates a perception of separateness, shared by many other Londoners, between Fitzrovia and the West End. However, Oxford Street’s Fitzrovia border hasn’t always been fixed in people’s minds, since the label ‘Soho’ has also embraced Fitzrovia at times in the past. These shifting relationships between Fitzrovia and Soho begin to illustrate the difficulty of firmly anchoring Fitzrovia within London, either geographically or imaginatively.


And there are yet more ‘Other Sides’ to Fitzrovia. Euston Road, lying at the opposite end of Tottenham Court Road, forms Fitzrovia’s northern boundary. It is a formidable barrier that maintains Fitzrovia’s place in Zone One of central London, but it is not an unchallengeable barrier. Euston Road was originally constructed in the mid-eighteenth century to define the northern edge of London itself; so, from here, the ‘Other Side’ takes on another meaning. To someone living north of the Euston Road, in Camden Town, Kings Cross or Kentish Town, which were all outlying districts of London in the nineteenth century, ‘the Other Side’ of the Euston Road would signify somewhere definitively belonging to the centre of the city, with all the changes in status that entailed. From this perspective, Fitzrovia, in the city centre but not central in the same way as the West End and Mayfair, still remained ambiguous.


This ambiguity about Fitzrovia’s situation has persisted; so that, at one and the same time, Fitzrovia might be ‘beyond the fringe’ to a West Ender while being at the heart of London in the eyes of other Londoners. It is this constant wavering, and its oscillation between centre and margin, that has characterised Fitzrovia and is a source of fascination for me. And its western and eastern edges are even more fluid than its northern and southern boundaries, as we will discover.


In many-faceted Fitzrovia, ‘the Other Side’ can also mean the other side of the story: the voices of working-class people that have, relatively speaking, been unheard when narratives of Fitzrovia have been written. Just as the place name ‘Fitzrovia’ was a post-war invention of the ‘Fitzrovians’, obscuring previous names for this tiny but vital part of London, so has the story of the area’s ordinary residents also been obscured by their fame. This book is an attempt at redressing the balance.


Family Ties and Fitzrovia


Until 1938, my mother, her parents and siblings occupied rooms in a house in Howland Street, before being rehoused by the council due to the planned demolition of their home in preparation for the building of the Museum telephone exchange. In 1965, the exchange itself was demolished and its site became part of the footprint of the Post Office Tower, today’s British Telecom (BT) Tower. I was 13 years old when the Post Office Tower opened, and knowing that my family had this old connection to what almost immediately became one of London’s best-known landmarks only heightened Fitzrovia’s attraction for me. My lifelong preoccupation has matured into the commitment entailed in writing this book, when my mother, her parents, aunts and uncles, sisters, brother and all those family members who lived in and knew the area intimately are now sadly gone.


My mother’s cousin, Henry Harris, aged 89, is my only living familial link with Fitzrovia as it existed in the first half of the twentieth century. Henry, as a child who lived in north London but frequently visited Fitzrovia, always thought of it with pleasure, associated as it was with family fun together with my mother, Becky, and her twin brother, ‘Ubba’. He vividly remembers two venues constantly visited by local children: the Sphere and the Tatler news theatres, which both used to show an irresistible one-hour rolling programme of news and cartoons. He and his cousins used to entrench themselves at one of these cinemas for the day, until dug out by a paternal search party. To Henry, these cinemas were never thought of by their proper names but as the ‘Sphera’ and the ‘Tatteler’, the variants used by his Uncle Isaac, my mother’s father. In Yiddish, ‘Tatteler’ means ‘little Daddy’, a phrase whose context does much to sum up the indelible connections between persons and places.


This book is a social history of Fitzrovia’s working people, not a history of my family. Yet, it’s been inspired by family connections and this family story is in many ways a typical tale of its place and time, so it’s worth a brief telling. My mother’s family arrived on the Other Side of Oxford Street in 1895, so I’ve been told, in the years of peak migration before the passing of the Aliens Act of 1905. My great-grandparents, Gershon and Rebecca Simkovitch, and their six children, Debbie, Esther, Mary, my grandmother Annie, Maurice and Julius, all born between 1883 and 1894, originated from Schlov in Belarus. Before very long, they had changed their name from Simkovitch to Harris. The story is that Gershon, who worked – crossed-legged on a table in traditional tailor style – with English-born tailors who couldn’t get their tongues around Gershon or Simkovitch and called him ‘Harry’, adapted this nickname to create a new surname.


The Simkovitches-turned-Harrises almost certainly began their British lives in Fitzrovia: neither official records nor the family memory store provides evidence of their having lived elsewhere in London beforehand. In the 1911 census year, Gershon’s widow, Rebecca, after whom my mother was named, was residing at 1 Little Titchfield Street with her eldest daughter Debbie, my grandmother Annie, and her two sons. Mary, who was then married, lived close by at 162 Great Titchfield Street, while Esther lived with her husband at 17 Phoenix Street, off Charing Cross Road in Soho, across the gulf of Oxford Street.


In 1911, the unmarried daughters, Debbie and Annie, and Mary and Esther’s husbands, Isaac Zalkin and Sussman Katchoff, were all making a living in the clothing trade. Isaac and Sussman were listed as ladies’ tailors, while Debbie and Annie were ‘tailoresses’. As we’ll discover, Fitzrovia at that time played a key part in the women’s clothing trade, so the family was in the right place. Like thousands of Russian and Polish Jews, they were escaping poverty and persecution to remake their lives, choosing their location to suit their skills, their pockets and perhaps their feeling for community.


Annie, my grandmother, married Isaac Coshever, also a tailor, in 1912. Isaac might have come from the East End, to judge from a postcard sent to family members by his brother, Sydney, made from a photograph taken in a Whitechapel studio. But, if Isaac came from East London, he probably made the move west by the time he married, or shortly afterwards.


When my mother and her twin brother Abraham were born in 1926, the Coshevers, with Rebecca Harris and her two sons, were living at 48–50 Howland Street. These two houses had the same owner, a landlady whom my mother dreaded as a child. My mother remembered her grandmother Rebecca as an elderly lady whom she called ‘Bubbe’; she died when my mother was about 8 years old. Annie’s sister Mary and her husband, Isaac, later opened a tailoring workshop across the road from them, at No. 41 Howland Street.


The Coshevers, with their four children – Cecelia, nicknamed Cissie, Esther, Abraham, called Ubba, and my mother, Becky – were to remain in Howland Street until they were rehoused in Anson Road, Tufnell Park in 1938, shortly before the Second World War began. In the 1950s and 1960s, we lived close to my aunts Cissie and Esther in Tufnell Park, and some of my happiest memories are of walking around the corner to visit them every Saturday afternoon in Anson Road, where a generously spread table, large helpings of affection and attention, and Juke Box Jury on the telly were waiting for me.


What’s in a Name? The Multiple Identities of Fitzrovia and its People.


‘Fitzrovia’ as a district name had crystallised by the 1940s, through the agency of a small set of writers, intellectuals and well-educated, sometimes well-off, hangers-on circulating around certain pubs and cafes. The area became famed for its associations with Nina Hamnett, Dylan Thomas, Julian Maclaren-Ross and a number of others. The attractive qualities arising from its working-class, diverse and changing communities played an essential part in drawing the ‘Fitzrovia’ crowd into the area between the time of the First World War and the 1950s.


The ‘Fitzrovia’ label came from the Fitzroy Tavern, at the junction of Charlotte Street and Windmill Street. According to Sally Fiber, the granddaughter and daughter of the publicans, it originated with Tom Driberg, the politician and reporter who wrote the ‘William Hickey’ social column in the Daily Express and used to frequent her grandparents’ pub.1


As I’ve explained, the aim of this book is not to attempt another recreation of this type of Fitzrovian life, as Hugh David’s The Fitzrovians and Julian Maclaren-Ross’ Memoirs of the Forties have already so memorably done. Rather, it’s to celebrate and commemorate the unnoted working-class inhabitants who lived the first fifty years of the twentieth century in those same streets. Yet, I think it’s well worth asking at this point – what caused the celebrated ‘Fitzrovian’ crowd to brush with the area’s working population in its streets and pubs? Why was a certain group of writers, artists and intellectuals so fascinated by the locality of Tottenham Court Road at this historical juncture?


Part of the answer must lie in Fitzrovia’s exciting remoteness to middle- and upper-class eyes: the sense that, if Soho was on the fringe of the fashionable West End, then the area north of Oxford Street was on the fringe of the fringe, if not quite in the wastelands of Camden Town and Kentish Town where only a very few outside the working classes had penetrated. It was Fitzrovia’s in-betweenness, its liminality, that must have appealed: the feeling of being at, but not quite beyond, the boundaries of the known city that gave Fitzrovia its desired exclusiveness to those searching for something ‘other’. In some ways, it was like the more familiar Soho; indeed, ‘Fitzrovia’ was a fluid concept to some Fitzrovians who regularly blurred Fitzrovia and Soho together as they crossed and re-crossed Oxford Street in search of another congenial cafe or pub.


Yet, north of Oxford Street, the air was perhaps that bit rougher, a little more ‘edgy’ – more working class, in fact. As Hugh David says, ‘Bohemia had become Fitzrovia by throwing in its lot with the working classes for whom “laughing, talking and regaling themselves with beer” were far more important than luncheons in Belgrave Square’.2 And Soho itself was already becoming passé to this Bohemian set, a haunt of the unfashionable: it was only there to ‘feed the drab suburban population of London on the spree’, according to Thomas Burke as early as 1915.3


Another major attraction must have been the ‘exotic’ atmosphere picked up on by Hugh David and praised in Nancy Cunard’s poetic lines about the Eiffel Tower Restaurant in Charlotte Street, filled with ‘strange-sounding languages of diverse men’.4 As we’ll see again and again, Fitzrovia’s being home to numerous immigrant communities shaped its nature, helping to transform it in some contemporary minds into the ‘Fitzrovia’ of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s. What David calls ‘the true heart of Fitzrovia’ was ‘at about that point where Charlotte Street, Percy Street, Rathbone Street (originally Upper Rathbone Place) and Rathbone Place itself meet in what could almost be a corner of Montparnasse’.5 This neighbourhood was, as we’ll see in Chapter 1, densely inhabited by immigrants, not only, or even mainly, French, despite the ‘Montparnasse’ label, but also German, Austrian, Swiss, Italian and others. It was also home to many Jews from Russia and elsewhere.


The noted Eiffel Tower Restaurant was owned and run by Rudolf Stulik, a Viennese Jew who was the soul of the place and who created at the Eiffel Tower a ‘liaison between power and art’ by attracting members of the Establishment and intellectuals.6 Stulik drew his visitors into a romantic intimacy that almost formed their circle for them and that made them, for a while, very loyal to the restaurant.


When, later in the 1920s, the Fitzroy Tavern started to become the favoured meeting place of wits and writers, they had been attracted by another Jewish-run enterprise. Judah Kleinfeld and his son-in-law, Charles Allchild, were the spirits behind the Fitzroy Tavern, transforming it from a moribund business during the First World War into perhaps the social and intellectual centre of the area between the 1930s and 1950s. Again, a great draw of the Fitzroy Tavern was its social variety, with local regulars drinking along with known names. It became their ‘ultimate bolthole’ away from upper-class ‘tourists’.7 It was joined by the Wheatsheaf and one or two other local hostelries which served the ‘Fitzrovia Set’. At its extremes, this attraction became a love of what Dylan Thomas, perhaps self-referentially, called ‘sordidness’, possibly where the neighbourhood was linked with petty criminality and prostitution.


One material difference existed between the pubs of Fitzrovia and those of Soho: the Soho pubs closed half an hour later because they were across the borough boundary in Westminster and benefited from West End opening hours. So, ‘late-night raiding parties’ would cross Oxford Street in search of an extra half an hour’s drinking to the south.8 That was ‘the only reason we ever crossed Oxford Street’ away from Fitzrovia, according to Lord Killanin’s foreword to The Fitzroy.


But, despite its allure to this set, Fitzrovia was not a place name that most contemporary residents would have known. Hugh David himself, one of the key chroniclers of Fitzrovia, states about the Bohemian group of Fitzrovians, ‘It is wholly fanciful to imagine their having any real effect upon the economic life of the district’. In fact, David talks of their ‘general invisibility’ at the time.9 The writer Alan Ross wrote in the introduction to Julian Maclaren-Ross’ Memoirs of the Forties that the Fitzrovia of the Fitzrovia Set was based just on ‘a handful of pubs within a few hundred yards of each other just north of Oxford Street’ and, at the time the Fitzrovians were active, their impact, and the impact of the ‘Fitzrovia’ brand, was limited.10 My mother’s family, for example, never spoke of ‘Fitzrovia’. Their place of reference for their old neighbourhood was ‘Tottenham Court Road’, and my relative, Henry Harris, still thinks of it in these terms. Indeed, most people living around Tottenham Court Road at that time wouldn’t have recognised the ‘Fitzrovians’ or a place called ‘Fitzrovia’, however powerful the allure of the label is today.


The mass of its inhabitants had settled in this neighbourhood not due to any fascination with Fitzrovia but because the locality offered them work. This included large amounts of casual work in catering and the small-scale production of goods, especially clothing and furniture: work eagerly sought after by recent arrivals to London, despite the low pay. The area also offered lower rents than surrounding areas and, crucially, an atmosphere accepting of foreigners in a locality where many different communities mingled.


Additionally, around the turn of the twentieth century and for several decades afterwards, the fast-paced economic and social changes washing through this locale meant huge new employment opportunities for those willing to grab them. And many did, especially among the first and second-generation immigrant communities. The Other Side of Oxford Street was the place to be for many of those who had new lives to build and chances to take, whether those opportunities came from the growth in the women’s clothing industry which pushed the centre of women’s outerwear production into the area, or the new media of film, radio and television that saw the locality becoming a home to a large cluster of cinemas and the BBC, or broadened options for the mass public in food and eating out that made Tottenham Court Road and Charlotte Street into growing hubs of cafe life.


Readers must have gathered by now that this patch of London – like some of its past inhabitants including the Simkovitch/Harrises of my family – had, and still has, multiple identities that have made it extremely difficult to capture its essence in one name. Sources on London, writing more than sixty or seventy years ago, not only go for ‘Tottenham Court Road’ but also describe it more vaguely as ‘Marylebone’ or ‘St Pancras’, reflecting how it was administratively split between these two parishes and, later, two separate boroughs. Additionally, another label, ‘North Soho’, seems to have come from the clothing trade, emerging when its nineteenth-century West End centre in Soho later expanded northwards across Oxford Street. In fact, as I have said, some older sources make little or no distinction between the areas directly north and south of Oxford Street, naming them both ‘Soho’.


This confusion continued even into the 1940s when ‘Fitzrovia’ was gaining currency in some circles. Julian Maclaren-Ross, a key member of the Fitzrovia Set in the 1940s and 1950s, records that the poet and publisher Tambimuttu – a born chancer according to Maclaren-Ross – had introduced him to Fitzrovia and knew the area as ‘Fitzrovia’. But, warning Maclaren-Ross not to spend too much time there for fear of its distractions, Tambimuttu surprisingly labels it ‘Soho’, saying, ‘If you get Sohoitis … you will stay there always day and night and get no work done ever … You have been warned.’11 Maclaren-Ross makes it clear that Tambimuttu is speaking of Fitzrovia, north of Oxford Street, when he mentions ‘Sohoitis’. Even more confusingly, Maclaren-Ross reports this conversation as taking place, not in Fitzrovia, but in Old Compton Street, Soho – yet Tambimuttu believes Old Compton Street itself not to be a site of the Sohoitis disease! Their discussion leads on to even more possibilities where the place is concerned:




‘Is this Fitzrovia?’ [asks Maclaren-Ross]


‘No, Old Compton Street, Soho. You are safer here.’


‘Why won’t I get Sohoitis in Soho? Or is Fitzrovia in Soho too?’


‘Fitzrovia’s really a part of Bloomsbury,’ said a supporter called Steven. ‘But the borough is St Pancras.’


‘Sounds complicated,’ I said, whereupon he asked me if I came from Streatham.12





I’ve faced the difficulties of naming this place with its many aliases – Fitzrovia, Tottenham Court Road, Soho, North Soho, Marylebone and St Pancras – by acceding to the popularisation of ‘Fitzrovia’ as the accepted place label and – most of the time – calling it Fitzrovia. Most Londoners, and many readers from outside London, now recognise the Fitzrovia place name and can visualise its position within the city, and reviving older usages seems bound to create confusion that might detract from what this book has to say about the place. At the same time, my arguments about the area’s fluid, ambiguous, edge-land qualities make it permissible, I think, to summon up these qualities now and again in the alternative names that evoke its history, whether Tottenham Court Road, North Soho or ‘the Other Side’ of Oxford Street.


It is this multiple dose of ‘other-sidedness’ that has helped to make Fitzrovia a home for some of the varied, often marginal, activities that have given it its unique character. A major way of seeing otherness there was in terms of foreignness and immigration, and to progress through the chapters is to understand how important to the place are first and second-generation immigrants, economically, socially and politically. It is the continuous motion and flow of people and ideas across the boundaries of place that has kept Fitzrovia alive and continues to keep it alive in our imaginations.


Unruly Beginnings


The urban history of Fitzrovia has lasted around 250 years and, before moving on, this history needs to be summarised. It’s important to understand that Fitzrovia’s status as an area of ambiguity, diversity and constant flow within London was built into it from the time it first came into existence. This was largely due to the lack of planning in its development, which originated in its fragmented land ownership and the various leaseholders’ handing over of development to small speculative builders.


Nick Bailey has given a comprehensive account of the ownership and the development process of the eastern side of Fitzrovia, between Cleveland Street and Tottenham Court Road, in his book Fitzrovia (1981). Even more detailed sources are available at the British History website.13 I’m not attempting to replicate that detail here but will briefly describe the latter stages in the movement towards urbanisation north of Oxford Street.


At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Tottenham Court Road, little more than a trackway, was outside the city and was already a byword for unruliness. The Tottenham Fair in the fields there irritated the authorities because of its licentiousness and was not suppressed until urbanisation was complete. As Bailey points out, there were no buildings in Tottenham Court Road in 1720, but London was growing rapidly at this time and in 1756 the New Road, renamed Euston Road in 1857, was approved.


Today, the Euston Road marks the northern boundary of Zone One, the centremost zone on the London Underground, and it also delimits the congestion zone of central London which drivers have to pay to enter. But it was originally created not only to facilitate transport from west to east across the city but also to establish a northern edge to the metropolis, past which no urban development should take place. The futility of this idea was shown in the speed with which building jumped this barrier, so that, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, construction – mostly of low quality – was stretching northwards into Somers Town and then to Camden and Kentish Towns. In the early decades of the nineteenth century, the road between the urban settlement of Camden Town and the hamlet of Kentish Town was seen as being ‘the haunt of footpads’.14


The New Road, by 1800, could therefore be viewed as a barrier dividing the undesirable, mostly working-class and jerry-built northern outer localities from ‘proper’ London, where development had now filled up the inner limits of the highway. Late into the nineteenth century, the urban areas immediately to the north of the Euston Road barrier were home to numerous criminal gangs, though planned suburbs further away from the centre were respectable enough to attract the middle class and some of the more prosperous working class. By the last decades of the nineteenth century, the headlong expansion of the city with its concentrations of poorer inhabitants, both outside the centre and in central pockets just inside Euston Road, meant ‘the prevailing imaginary landscape of London [had changed] from one that was geographically bounded to one whose boundaries were indiscriminately and dangerously transgressed’.15 The ‘danger’ of Fitzrovia included its being a home for reformers and radicals of many persuasions from the time it first became urbanised in the eighteenth century.


To the political and legal authorities, and a public already concerned with immorality and criminality within the West End and its environs, fears of an additional criminal influx from the north gave force to views of the Euston Road as a hygienic barrier, separating what had become the central area of the city from possible contaminating influences outside of it. Fitzrovia, though mostly poor and undesirable, was firmly within this retaining barrier. It was situated on the Other (inner) Side of Euston Road just as it was located on the Other Side of Oxford Street and the centre of the West End.


Nonetheless, London’s residents and its media retained memories of Tottenham Court Road’s unsavoury past and feared that its old reputation for disorder would continue to prove true. And it did continue: in a feature on 19 November 1949, the Picture Post reporter, Hilde Marchant, would label Warren Street, with its used car market, as possessing ‘a split personality’. The market’s position at what she called ‘the northernmost boundary of Soho’ had, she says, led to the market attracting ‘a fair amount of gutter garbage from the hinterland’. This vague ‘hinterland’ could have included both the rough stretches north of Euston Road and the seamy southern reaches of Soho, with the ‘gutter garbage’ flowing back and forth in a contaminating, boundary-obliterating stream, continuously polluting the streets of Fitzrovia.


Fitzrovia was therefore designated as an edge-land right from the start. This suspect in-between zone of London never, apart perhaps from the Fitzroy Square development at the northern end, acquired the solid social status of the Bloomsbury developments just to its east. As Bailey explains:




The gentry had already moved westwards, and it is quite likely that many leaseholders were subletting their houses soon after they were completed. By the middle of the nineteenth century large parts of Fitzrovia were densely occupied by the poor and immigrant families, while the ground floors were converted to shops and workrooms.16





As we’ll see throughout the book, Fitzrovia’s shifty reputation lingered well into the twentieth century, shaping its story in numerous ways.


The Growth of Fitzrovia


Firstly, a note about how I’ve defined Fitzrovia – reputationally and topologically one of the shiftiest of London localities – as a geographical space. Some sources have taken the western boundary of Fitzrovia to be Cleveland Street: these include Nick Bailey’s Fitzrovia (1981) and the Camden History Society’s Streets of Bloomsbury and Fitzrovia (1997). However, I’ve claimed a wider western reach for Fitzrovia, as some other authorities do.


The City of Westminster’s ‘Conservation Audit of East Marylebone’ (No. 33), for example, places East Marylebone within Fitzrovia: East Marylebone being an area stretching from Cleveland Street and Newman Street in the east almost as far as Langham Place and Portland Place in the west. This book regards Portland Place and Langham Place as forming the western boundary of Fitzrovia, giving Great Titchfield Street, an important street that was the heart of the women’s outerwear trade, its proper status within the locality and avoiding arbitrarily cutting the smaller cross-streets of Fitzrovia in two. And, unlike Bailey, but in line with recent official sources, I’ve treated Tottenham Court Road as being the eastern boundary of Fitzrovia (see the map of Fitzrovia on page 12).


Making the question of boundaries still more complicated and consequential, Fitzrovia was administratively split between the council authorities of St Pancras, which covered, roughly speaking, the eastern part of Fitzrovia, and that of St Marylebone, which covered the western portion. The administrative boundary ran, and still runs, down Cleveland Street for part of the way, then meanders to the south-east down to the bottom of Hanway Street and the junction of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road. Nowadays, Camden and Westminster are the relevant local boroughs. Local people sometimes felt powerful consequences from this split, as we’ll see in the chapter on healthcare.


Urban development began from the 1720s at Fitzrovia’s southern edge, near Oxford Street, where there was a little field of 2½ acres that straddled the parishes of St Marylebone and St Pancras. The field became the site of Hanway Street, Pettys Court, John’s Court and Hanway Place. The street and place get their name from Thomas Hanway, a Commissioner of the Royal Navy. There was also a nearby strip of land that became the site of Rathbone Place and Rathbone Street, named after the Rathbones who owned this land from the seventeenth century up to the time it was built on. There was a waterworks covering the west side of Charlotte Street and most of Rathbone Street in the 1760s, consisting of the windmill which gave the name to Windmill Street.


The rest of the St Pancras portion of Fitzrovia, from Tottenham Court Road in the east stretching northwards to the Euston Road and westwards to the boundary of St Marylebone, was divided into four fields: Crab Tree Field, Walnut Tree Field, Culver Close and Home Field (see the historical map on page 12).


Crab Tree Field and Walnut Tree Field became the Hassell and Goodge estates. They belonged to the manor of Tottenhall and extended as far north as the present Chitty Street. In 1717 the landholder, John Dudley, leased part of it to John Hassell, a brewer of St Giles. Mr Hassell spent £1,000 over three years on developing the site, centred on what became Gresse Street.


The progress of building along Tottenham Court Road is indicated by the petition to the Commissioners of Sewers from John Hassell and others in 1720, to clear the common sewer that was choked with dirt. In 1752, with the south side of Gresse Street already having been built on, the Hassell estate was sold in lots. The planning of Gresse Street, Stephen Street and Tudor Place suggests that it was not developed uniformly with the Tottenham Court Road frontage: this piecemeal development was typical of most of the area except for Fitzroy Square.


The rest of Crab Tree and Walnut Tree Fields, comprising 16 acres, was leased by John Dudley for 111 years to William Beresford, a yeoman. The northern boundary of the estate ran westward from Tottenham Court Road just north of Whitfield’s Tabernacle, through Chitty Street, to Cleveland Street on the south side of the old workhouse belonging to the parish of St Paul, Covent Garden, later to become the Strand Workhouse. At this time, the only buildings on this land were the Crab Tree Alehouse, just north of Percy Street, and one more house a bit further north still. William Beresford’s widow, Ann, married John Goodge, a carpenter, who started the development on this land. By the time he died in 1748, the pace of building had increased: economic times were favourable, and London’s population was booming. He left his estate to his two nephews, Francis and William Goodge, who continued the building.


Fitzrovia was now rapidly becoming an urban area. Francis and William Goodge planned and developed Goodge Street as a major shopping street, more than half of which was completed by 1770. The building developments led to an Act of Parliament in 1768 under which commissioners were appointed to provide for paving and lighting, etc. Bailey notes, ‘The first occupants of Goodge Street in the 1760s included carpenters, oil men, tallow chandlers, undertakers, soap and candle makers, ironmongers, tobacconists and a silk dyer – trades associated with Fitzrovia for at least 200 years.’17


This was not a development for aristocrats and the affluent professional classes, then, but for the artisans, small business people and workers who gave Tottenham Court Road and its western offshoots its energetic and industrious flavour, if not much glamour. By the 1770s, Fitzrovia up to Chitty Street was almost fully developed.


Immediately north of Crab Tree and Walnut Tree Fields was farmland: Culver Meadow, a field of 12 acres belonging to the Bedford Estate. Its northern boundary lay just south of Maple Street. The Duchess of Bedford granted Culver Meadow to Robert Palmer in 1776. This was obviously part of a plan to develop the land, as in 1777 the Duchess leased it for ninety-nine years to William Gowing, in Palmer’s name. Building then started over the whole area comprising Howland Street, Russell Place (now part of Fitzroy Street), parts of Cleveland Street and Whitfield Street, and was completed by 1791.


Home Field, north of Culver Meadow, extended from the present Maple Street up to Euston Road, the northern edge of Fitzrovia. At this time, it belonged to Charles Fitzroy, who was created Lord Southampton in 1780. Fitzroy had to pay a perpetual rent charge to Dr Richard Browne, the holder of the Tottenhall prebend in St Paul’s, and his successors. The payment allowed Lord Southampton to develop a valuable estate on Home Field – Fitzroy Square, partly designed by the famed architects, the Adam brothers. It was built in stages, with the eastern and southern sides of the square being begun in 1792 and 1794 and the other two sides completed at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Horwood’s Map of London of 1799 shows that, apart from the missing two sides of the square plus sections of Cleveland and Conway Streets, the St Pancras part of Fitzrovia was completely built up.


The St Marylebone portion of Fitzrovia fell under different ownership: it was part of two separate estates, Cavendish and Berners. The first phase of its development was in the second half of the eighteenth century when St Marylebone was becoming part of the newly fashionable West End of London.


The Cavendish development started after Lady Henrietta Cavendish, who inherited the land from the Duke of Newcastle, married Edward Harley, Earl of Oxford and Mortimer. Harley decided to develop the estate in imitation of the great squares and streets south of Oxford Street. In 1717, John Prince, the earl’s surveyor, began to lay out the Cavendish Estate, beginning with Cavendish Square – to the west of Fitzrovia – and the surrounding streets, some of which became part of Fitzrovia. It was a scheme intended to attract the wealthy noblemen of the period and, as with the eastern part of Fitzrovia, many of the area’s current street names derive from these initial residents and investors.


The eastern side of the St Marylebone part of Fitzrovia belonged to the Berners family. The Berners Estate developments, begun in 1746, centred on Newman Street and Berners Street with a frontage along Oxford Street from Wells Street to Rathbone Place. The Middlesex Hospital was first built in Windmill Street in 1745 for sick and lame patients, moving north to Marylebone Fields, as the site was then called, in 1755. The land was leased from Charles Berners for ninety-nine years and subscriptions sought from the gentry, nobility and other influential people for the hospital’s construction.


The area around Berners Street and Rathbone Street became part of London’s new artistic quarter with many writers and musicians taking up residence in the area. Famous names include Thomas de Quincy, Henry Fuseli and Charles Wesley. The landmark of All Saints Church in Margaret Street, opposite BBC Broadcasting House, was built by William Butterfield in the mid-nineteenth century.


By the beginning of the nineteenth century the street pattern and development of East Marylebone was virtually complete and, as in the streets east of Cleveland Street, most of its occupants belonged to the working classes rather than the top drawer.


Fitzrovia’s Story Continues


This book begins with an overview of how foreign immigration – which peaked at the beginning of our timespan, the 1900s – shaped Fitzrovia. Chapter 2 then explores how the movements of people around, and sometimes under, its streets were facilitated and controlled by new transport developments. It looks at some of the spaces that its inhabitants claimed for themselves within its urban fabric, such as the wartime shelters in Tottenham Court Road and Goodge Street Tube stations, and the Warren Street second-hand street car market.


Chapter 3, on public health and healthcare, will show how place, politics and public health became intertwined when Fitzrovia’s two local councils were implementing major new public health regulations, and how changing concerns about public health affected residents’ daily lives.


Chapters 4 and 5 will examine aspects of residents’ daily work: how the area’s long-established furniture industry weathered the first half of the twentieth century and changing contemporary tastes in design; and the rise of the women’s clothing industry and its effects on workers, as the mass trade in women’s outerwear swelled from its West End base in Soho to engulf the north side of Oxford Street.


In Chapter 6 we’ll see how and why political protest manifested itself in local streets, workers’ clubs and houses, and explore Fitzrovia’s communist and anarchist traditions and their links with European migrants.


The last two chapters will explore working people’s use of their leisure time, and how some of them found new work opportunities, in the dawning age of mass entertainment; and find out about residents’ changing, often European-influenced, experiences of eating out, from buying goods on local market stalls to enjoying local cuisine in Charlotte Street and having tea at the magnificent Lyons’ Corner House in Tottenham Court Road.


Each chapter will explore the qualities of otherness, in-betweenness and mutability that infused everyday life in Fitzrovia. I have explored Fitzrovia’s changeful place within London with the help of works on urban spaces such as Richard Sennett’s Flesh and Stone (1994) and Fran Tonkiss’ Space, the City and Social Theory (2005). Jerry White’s major works, London in the Nineteenth Century (2008) and London in the Twentieth Century (2002), were of great help to me in understanding the wider political and economic background, as were many others, from the writings of Henry Mayhew to Gareth Stedman Jones. Judith R. Walkowitz’s substantial work on Soho, Nights Out: Life in Cosmopolitan London (2012), besides being a goldmine for sources in some areas of my research, has done much to help me clarify similarities and differences in perceptions of Fitzrovia and Soho – each distinct in character but twinned with each other across Oxford Street – and to appreciate the periodic formation and breaking down of the boundaries between the two neighbourhoods. My book is in the grain of writers such as Jerry White, Gillian Tindall, Gerry Black and Sarah Wise, who have chronicled the daily life and struggles of London’s working-class citizens. I have also written out of admiration for the works of London chroniclers and mythmakers such as Peter Ackroyd and Iain Sinclair.


This book also aims to continue, and in places makes direct use of, the valuable work carried out on collecting oral recollections of Fitzrovia, such as Gerry Black’s Living Up West (1994) based on interviews with Jewish people born in the West End before the Second World War, and Jacobsen & Leonard’s Ebb and Flow in Fitzrovia (2010), consisting of interviews with old residents collected by the Fitzrovia Neighbourhood Association, as well as oral source material in the Jewish Museum and the British Library. My own recollected family stories and anecdotes add their own mite to this trove of memories, as do the very kindly offered and gratefully received recollections of a very few remaining pre-war residents of Fitzrovia who have personally contacted me.


Myths of place have shaped and shaded perceptions of Fitzrovia and its population. The modern name, ‘Fitzrovia’, has fixed the place’s identity, but obscured other, older, sometimes contentious ones. This book aims to bring them into the light.




1


A Home for Outsiders: Immigrants in Fitzrovia


Fitzrovia in the 1900s was crammed with outsiders. Few places in London accommodated so great and varied an immigrant population. In fact, the majority originated from outside Great Britain.


The number of immigrants to London as a whole had been rapidly growing since the 1880s. According to Jerry White, by 1911 there were 176,000 foreign-born Londoners and the city was at a peak of diversity.1 Much of the increase, in Fitzrovia as elsewhere in London, was due to Jewish immigration from central and eastern Europe, spurred by intensifying hostility towards Jews in their home countries. But, as we’ll see, Fitzrovia was also home to many different immigrant families like mine, from across Europe and elsewhere.


However, from 1905 the first national restrictions on immigration had been put in place with the Aliens Act. The new Act had a deterrent effect, even on those who weren’t restricted by the new law, and numbers entering the country fell drastically by 1910. Then, from 1914, the First World War slashed London’s big German population, which never recovered despite an influx of refugees from Nazi rule from 1933 on. By the mid-1920s, ‘London [had] half closed her door to the foreigner’.2 Finally, cultural assimilation had diluted London’s ethnic mix by the 1920s. Yet Fitzrovia continued to be a welcoming home to strangers right through to the 1950s.


A Census Snapshot of Fitzrovia’s Immigrant Families


The National Census provides some fascinating insights into who lived in Fitzrovia and where they came from. This chapter will begin by taking a snapshot view of who lived in one block of streets in the area, using the 1911 census. At this time, immigration had peaked. The block I chose to survey was the one that surrounded the infirmary in Cleveland Street, formerly the Strand Union Workhouse, located at the heart of Fitzrovia.


The workhouse infirmary was feared by many people. In 1911 it still catered for pauper inmates, although it later became part of the Middlesex Hospital. It inserted itself into the lives of the surrounding poor families in a way that was often harsh and unwelcome. The three-winged Cleveland Street Infirmary, as part of the workhouse system, could be viewed not only as caring for the destitute sick but also as a mechanism of social control; at the same time, it was central to the community.


Which families lived in the shadow of this rather bleak institution? I looked at all the census-listed households in the four streets that formed a block around the infirmary, only surveying the sections of those streets that directly encircled the building. The streets were: Howland Street on the infirmary’s northern edge, where my mother was later to be born and grow up; Cleveland Street on its western side; Tottenham Street on its south side; and Charlotte Street to its east.


On this block, numerous foreign settlers from across western Europe and Russia were to be found. Americans, Scandinavians, Turks, Algerians and South Africans also lived here. This sample area contains sections of two of Fitzrovia’s busier streets, Charlotte Street and Cleveland Street, as well as parts of quieter Howland Street and Tottenham Street. The block is also centrally placed within Fitzrovia. Consequently, we can perhaps assume that the evidence of high immigration figures we are about to see is typical of Fitzrovia as a whole and bears out the premise that directly north of Oxford Street there was a London hub of migration.


I was interested in finding out, from the total numbers of inhabitants listed in this block, who were first- and second-generation immigrants and where these settlers had been born. I also wanted information showing how they had moved around within the city to find a home. I tried to find out whether there was much intermarriage between immigrants and established residents. I looked at what types of work people did. And I compared the census with the Post Office Directory for 1911, to see how the people living at an address were involved with businesses or organisations listed as being at the same address, trying to show how immigrants might have contributed to the local economy.


The 1911 census showed the names of the heads and members of individual households; what the relationships were among them; their marital status, gender, age and year of birth; and occupations of those in employment. It was carried out on Sunday, 2 April, administered by census enumerators who were each responsible for about 200 households or as many as could be covered in a day. The enumerators collected forms that had been distributed to households a few days beforehand. They were usually filled in by heads of households (assumed for the most part to be male), sometimes with help from enumerators if residents were illiterate. The forms were supposed to state the details of everyone who would be sleeping at that address on that Sunday night, including night workers who were away working, and visitors. The enumerators checked the accuracy of returns.


There are many ways of analysing this information to produce vivid pictures of the local community, but at the same time these census portraits can never be completely accurate since the information is a snapshot of who was within doors at times that the census takers paid their visits. One finds gaps: sometimes household members are absent while sometimes visitors add greater numbers to a household.


There were occasionally momentous reasons for the missing information. In 1911, some Suffragettes boycotted the census and made sure they weren’t recorded at home by staying out all night and avoiding census enumerators. Their slogan was, ‘No vote, no census!’


Addresses also appear to be missing from the census record in our sample area around the infirmary, to judge by gaps in the house number sequence. Was no one in at the time, or was the building untenanted? For example, there should be eighteen separate addresses on the east side of Charlotte Street between Howland and Tottenham Streets, but only fourteen appear on the census record. Perhaps this is due to some of the many restaurants on Charlotte Street being closed on a Sunday night, but there is no way of filling the gaps for sure. Therefore, the record is necessarily incomplete, but it’s more than substantial enough to represent how greatly Fitzrovia was made up of immigrant communities and to tell us some important things about how those communities lived together.


The houses around the infirmary were packed full of people. Most houses contained several households, of varying types: husbands and wives (sometimes widows or widowers) with their children; single residents; families with lodgers; and perhaps also servants or visitors. Fifteen residents per property was commonplace. In all, I counted 225 households lodged at ninety-two addresses directly around the infirmary. They sheltered a total of 766 adults and 246 children under 16. Then, as now, living space was in huge demand in central London and working people, recently arrived immigrants most of all, were probably in no position to be able to spread themselves. Whole families in one or two rooms were, it seems, the rule rather than the exception in this part of town, almost as much as in Whitechapel or Stepney.


Foreigners predominated among the 766 adults listed in our census sample. Only 268 inhabitants had been born in Britain, but it’s worth noting that, of the British-born, roughly half (179) were born in London; in fact, the London-born made up the largest single grouping. About a third (fifty-eight) of these original Londoners could be called local as their birthplaces were in St Marylebone or St Pancras, the boroughs covering the western and eastern halves of Fitzrovia. Another thirty-one residents were born close by, across the divide of Oxford Street in Westminster. The exact locality of birth within London was often not specified, so these numbers may have been higher. So, we can see that there was still some continuity of presence in Fitzrovia along with an ever-changing flow of newcomers.


There was modest evidence of movement from East London to Fitzrovia, particularly of Jewish families. Eleven adults and twenty-three children had East End birthplaces such as Whitechapel or Shoreditch. Seventy-six residents came from elsewhere in England, while a few Scots (four), Irish (six) and Welsh (three) completed the British mix.


The rest were outsiders. German-born immigrants were the biggest category after Londoners, numbering 111. Russian or Russian-Polish incomers (eighty) were not far behind, trailed by the Swiss (sixty-nine). French and Austrians (fifty-three and forty-nine) were also a significant presence. A lesser number of Italians (eighteen) and a sprinkling of immigrants from nine other nations across Europe made up the rest of the community, joined by a few Americans, Danes, Swedes and Norwegians, two Algerians, a Maltese and a South African. It’s a rich mixture, notable to our eyes for a complete absence of Asians and very few Africans – these would arrive in numbers in the great post-Second World War migrations.


It’s clear that the adults living around the infirmary were mainly first-generation immigrants, but the children were different. Most of them were native born, while of second-generation immigrant heritage, so it seems that many immigrant parents had been living in this country for some time. Of the 246 children counted, 194 were London born. Of these, eighty-five were born in St Marylebone or St Pancras, while eighteen came from Westminster. As with the adults, the exact place of birth within London was frequently not recorded, so considerably more children could have been local. Another eight were born in England but not in London. Of the forty-four children born abroad, fifteen were listed as being born in Russia or Russian Poland and, given the history of migration at that time, were most probably from Jewish families. This was by far the largest category of the foreign-born children. Several others were German. Most of the rest were from France, Switzerland, Belgium, Poland, Norway or South Africa. These birthplaces in most cases reflected their parents’ place of birth. In five cases, no place of birth was recorded at all.


There weren’t many signs of immigrant families living together exclusively with their own countrymen and women. The double house where my mother’s family later lived, 48–50 Howland Street, is a good example of international mixing in 1911. It housed the Altman family from Russia, Carl Meyer from Germany and the Hartings, a German man married to a Norwegian woman with two Norwegian-born children, as well as several English residents, two of them born locally.


However, there were certain places where some nationalities did tend to cluster together. This is particularly true in Charlotte Street, where many of the houses contained mostly Swiss, German and Austrian residents. The reason was that they were mostly employees in Charlotte Street’s hotels and numerous eating places: waiters, chefs and porters from the countries which dominated these occupations in Fitzrovia.


Mr and Mrs Harting were far from being the only mixed-nationality married couple here. I counted sixteen husbands and wives living around the infirmary where one party was foreign-born and one British-born. In virtually all these partnerships the wife was British. The only exception was Blanche Horner, a Frenchwoman married to the London-born Wecford Horner, and living with him at 70 Charlotte Street. The bulk of immigrants to London were men arriving on their own, so this finding is probably in line with the general trend. Where these men had families, they often came to join them later, but where the men were single, they were often much more likely to meet local British women rather than their countrywomen.


Making a Living


These immigrant communities had arrived to work in the city and make better lives for themselves and their families, their London-born children probably already becoming indistinguishable from the host population. So, what did the local immigrant population do for a living? What groups of workers called these full-to-bursting buildings home?


Tailoring, boot and shoemaking trades and the making of accessories were significantly the greatest lines of work, occupying 174 people in the block around the Cleveland Street Infirmary. These trades employed most of the eighty Russian and Russian-Polish residents who were mostly Jewish, along with some of the German and French, and of course English, population of the neighbourhood. This included a significant number of women and girls.


Some of these trades sound unusual today. Eva Crate, the 26-year-old daughter of a widow living at 43 Cleveland Street, was a pearl stringer. At 78 Charlotte Street, the St Pancras-born Eliza Lagne was an ostrich feather curler, presumably for the millinery trade. The English–French married couple, Wecford and Blanche Horner, were partners in making corsets. My mother, Rebecca Coshever, the daughter of Belorussian and Polish immigrants, was employed in millinery after she left school in 1940, until she decided that it wasn’t for her and found a job at Boots, the chemist, instead.


A westward movement of Jewish families from the East End into Fitzrovia is detectable in this close-up local view of the 1911 census, probably due to developments in the clothing trades. The tailors’ strike of 1889 was a stimulus to this move, with the destination first being Soho. The Reverend J.H. Cardwell, the vicar of St Anne’s Parish in Soho, states:




The tailors’ strike was the cause of a considerable exodus of Israelites from Whitechapel to Soho. The increase in the number of Jewish residents may be gathered from the fact that whereas in 1891 there were very few Jewish children in St Anne’s schools they now [in 1911] form 25 per cent of the scholars.3





The oral histories of former residents quoted below bear out this movement of Jewish families from east to west.


The rapid increase in clothing factories and workshops around Oxford Street by the turn of the twentieth century also spurred a move of businesses northwards from Soho to Fitzrovia in pursuit of space and cheaper rents. It pulled clothing workers with it and, again, this movement shows up in the 1911 census. The information from our sample block shows clear evidence of people moving from Westminster to Marylebone or St Pancras. Thirty-one adults born in Westminster, and their families, subsequently moved north of Oxford Street. At least some of these migrants across Oxford Street were tailors, such as the Simler family of 46 Cleveland Street: the father, Nathan Simler, was a tailor whose elder children also worked in the same trade or in the millinery trade. Census information like this is a testament to the attraction of the clothing trades for many new migrants to Fitzrovia.


Hotel and restaurant work such as cheffing and waitering was the second most common occupation, almost exclusively employing immigrants, who were usually from Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Italy or France. Charlotte Street, where so much of the hotel and restaurant trade of the area was based, housed numerous such workers. Certain addresses there were obviously lodging houses for these staff, who presumably slept two or more to a room given the numbers of people listed. At 82 Charlotte Street, for example, Frau Lochinger kept apartments for at least twelve German and Italian waiters, all young single men in their twenties. Next door at 84 was the International Chefs’ and Waiters’ Society where many club and hotel staff are recorded as being present on census day. Down the road at 74 Charlotte Street, showing the strength of the Swiss presence, was the Schweitzerbund Swiss Club. The household here was headed by F. Bosshard, the steward and a licensed victualler from Zurich, while residents included Staneslas de Rotten, a fellow Swiss hotelier. We’ll find out more about workers like these in Chapter 8.


After the tailoring and hospitality trades came various crafts and skilled trades apart from clothing, which I’ve grouped together for convenience. Fitzrovia’s artisanal tradition is represented here by foreign woodworkers such as cabinetmakers. An Austrian, Frank Yellen, of 50 Tottenham Street, is a cabinetmaker, while the Polish Isaac Bowman is, unusually, a boat maker, who lived along the street at No. 27.


But the rise of crafts and trades based on newer technologies is evident, too: Tottenham Street is also home to Frenchmen Maurice Levenson and Louis Barthelemy, who are both listed as mechanics. They probably worked in the emergent motor car trade that was soon to have a big impact on the area.


Another group of workers that stands out are cigarette makers: there are about a dozen of these on the block, including one of the few Turkish residents, Raphael Habif, of 24 Cleveland Street. At 30 Cleveland Street, the Warsaw-born cigarette maker, Henry Friede, was married to Mary, a tobacconist.


Domestics formed the next largest group of workers: cleaners, maids, cooks and general servants, often women. Where domestic staff served in a club or hotel there was a good chance they were immigrants, while some foreign-born women were also occupied in domestic service.


Labouring and manual trades made up the fifth grouping of occupations: carmen, porters, laundrywomen and general labourers, again with a contingent of foreign workers, some of whom were young, comparatively recently arrived and perhaps trying to work their way up, while others were older and possibly more settled in the work.


A smaller number of male and female residents did shop work, perhaps in the large shops and department stores nearby; but few first-generation foreign immigrants seemed to have made their living in this way. Most in our sample who worked as shop assistants were British-born, like Dolomars Gilchrist of 51 Howland Street, the 15-year-old Marylebone-born son of Russian-born parents, who was assistant to a hosier. This might have been because a high standard of spoken English was required by employers, and one can’t rule out the possibility of discrimination in West End establishments with an affluent clientele where any obvious ‘foreignness’ could have been an unfavourable mark against a member of staff.


Some foreigners living around the infirmary opened their own small neighbourhood businesses, making an impact on the local economy. Comparing the 1911 census returns with the Post Office Directory at this time reveals a sprinkling of such enterprises, several concerned with the clothing trades and personal care. Most of these businesses were in Charlotte Street, one of Fitzrovia’s busiest and most important streets. This is where Wecford and Blanche Horner had set up their corset shop, at No. 70. A couple of doors along at No. 66 was Solomon Herzfeld, a ‘tailor, a gents outfitter’ from Russia, while a Prague-born fellow tailor, Anthony Selix, had his home and workshop over the road at No. 77. More tailoring businesses set up by immigrants were close together in Howland Street: Israel Fisher’s at No. 49 and A. Hartung’s at No. 50. Another business concerned with personal appearance was that of Gustav W. Ruff, a German maker of hairdressers’ sundries and manufacturer of razors at 97 Charlotte Street. Meanwhile, spouses F. and N. Zsinkovits ran a steam laundry, Madame Rose’s Shirt and Collar Dressers, at 43 Howland Street.
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