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INTRODUCTION

East London: a Place in the Heart, not on a Map
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ONE OF MY first East London memories is lying in bed, listening to the low boom of the barges as they nudged each other on the Thames, just half a mile away from our estate. It is a sound my family had listened to for just short of two centuries. Today, I am the last Fullerton to have heard that noise floating on the still night air.

What used to be nothing more than a gravel floodplain has since been transformed into the waterfront of million-pound apartments, chic restaurants and coffee bars known as Canary Wharf. Where a silt marsh once lay, sharp, angular glass towers now stretch into the sky. When I was a child, this part of London looked very different to the way it does now.

It was work that first drew all my ancestors to the East End – to Wapping, Stepney and Bethnal Green – and work revolved around the water. As the dock and its surrounding factories began work at seven, the first front doors in the street started banging just after six, and the sound of dozens of pairs of hobnail boots marching southwards echoed between the rows of houses. East London was alive with industries. The docks – London, St Katharine’s and the Royal – were unloading spirits and food daily from all four corners of the globe. The warehouses – now riverside apartments – were bursting at the seams with goods ready to be loaded on to trucks. Further from the docks there were machine factories, food processing plants, woodwork shops and hundreds of small wholesale companies working out of old Victorian houses along Commercial Road.

East London is the oldest suburb of London, springing up in the Middle Ages when craftsmen like boat builders and bakers settled there, and the area dates back to pre-historical times. The Ratcliffe Highway, as it was known for centuries, runs along the same high ground as an Iron Age causeway. If you stand on the Highway, and look south down Wapping Lane towards the river, you can still see the dip away as it goes towards the shore.

Through the sixties, when post-war promises crashed around our ears, followed by the oil crisis and industrial unrest of the seventies, to the nineties and now almost a quarter of the way through the twenty-first century, I’ve always known my roots. They are embedded in the tangle of streets in the true East End, where I grew up.

I was part of the large, tight-knit network of families in the East End whose very survival often depended on each member pulling together for the good of all. The unwritten rule of East London was that you had a duty to your family. You were loyal to them and they took precedence over everyone else. People who broke that rule were often cold-shouldered. I would call across the street to gloriously rowdy neighbours; I knew the auntie behind every door, who would tend to your scraped knees or give you a mouthful if you stepped out of line. I bore witness to crime from a young age, too. There was always someone who knew someone who could get you what you were after, be it a television or a fur coat.

The East End way of life I was born into had a rhythm that had existed for generations. The men came home on a Friday night and put housekeeping money on the table; their social life centred around the pub, the betting shop and football. Women caught up with each other on street corners and in shop queues; they lived communal lives – helping each other with childcare and pitching in with a hot meal when there was sickness or bereavement in a neighbour’s house. Everyone had a part to play and everyone did what was expected of them.

Life was tough. Living conditions were diabolical. Damp walls and an outside toilet were the least of it, as often there was just a single cold tap in the kitchen and no electricity upstairs. Although it’s hard to believe now, it wasn’t unknown for a family of seven or more to occupy a couple of damp rooms in a house, with smaller children sleeping on truckle beds beside their parents and older children top-to-tail in double beds.

However, these were our streets and they were where we belonged. I grew up through the fifties, when the old Victorian houses were being swept aside to make way for high-rise blocks with indoor toilets and modern kitchens, but even when we were moved into flats and maisonettes on new council estates, the spirit of the old streets remained. Children played on concrete landings instead of cobbles and women gossiped at the top of the stairwell rather than on street corners, but the sense of community was the same.

So what does it mean to be an East Ender?

It means a no-nonsense attitude, an understanding that you have to make your own opportunities, as no one is going to hand you them on a plate. It’s knowing that you’ve come from a long line of survivors who have overcome disadvantage and poverty, scorn and oppression, to make a better life for themselves and their family. It’s knowing you belong to a special breed, and that no matter how far you travel or how high you rise in life, the invisible mantle of being an East Ender stays wrapped around you.

Many of the streets I knew as a child have long been swept away and life has distanced me from my old haunts, but that doesn’t matter. Being an East Ender is more than coming from a place on the map or even the way you talk. Being an East Ender is in your very marrow and your heart until it beats its last beat.



CHAPTER ONE

Our ’Owse

[image: illustration]

IN 1954, THE people of Britain had two reasons to rejoice. Firstly, after fourteen long and tedious years, wartime rationing had finally ended. And, secondly, I entered the world – bright and early, on an August bank holiday. Two weeks later, my parents left the hospital with me and took me to my first home: a one-up one-down cottage at 71 Anthony Street.

It was situated on the Chapman Estate, a self-contained area to the south of the renowned Commercial Road, which included the infamous Watney Street Market. There were two churches nearby – the Catholic St Mary’s and the C of E Christ Church, something to cater to every spiritual need. The streets on the Chapman Estate had names like Jane, Martha, Richard and our own Anthony Street.

Lined by workers’ cottages on both sides, the street had existed since the eighteenth century. It had been built cheaply to house Victorian labourers, and had no foundation, no damp course – and, as I’ll get to later, no indoor bathroom.

You entered the fifteen-by-fifteen-foot parlour from the front door, straight off the street. At the back was a small scullery that also served as our kitchen. The cottage had a beaten-earth floor; the lounge was covered by brown lino. There was just enough room to squeeze in a two-seat sofa, a couple of fireside armchairs and a rag rug in front of the cast-iron grate. The single bedroom above could be reached by climbing the narrow wooden stairs that ran up the side of the lounge.

Still, half the housing stock in East London had been destroyed or damaged beyond repair thanks to the Blitz. I know my parents were thankful to have their own home – not least because they had been living cheek by jowl with my grandparents for the past six years in a three-bedroom, mid-terrace home in Ilford. This kind of arrangement was very common. I had several friends at senior school who lived with their grandparents well into the 1970s.

For reasons I’ll explain a little further on in my tale, by the time I was born my father’s eldest sister Nell had become my mother’s father’s second wife. Thereby making her both my aunt and my grandmother. The cottage was just a few streets away from the house where my father had been born in 1917, and where his parents and older brother Jimmy still lived. His eldest brother Arthur, his wife and my cousin Edie lived a few doors down from us, and his younger sister, my Aunt Martha, lived around the corner in Planet Street, alongside half a dozen Fullerton cousins. My great-great-grandparents had walked these streets, too, in their day, and even lived in some of the same houses.

Although we had electricity, to save money on a fine day – once the morning chores were done – women would take a chair and sit alongside their front doors to knit, sew or gossip in the street. Today no one would dream of letting their children play unsupervised in the city, but when I was a child the streets and alleyways were our playground.

With very few cars – the only passing traffic was likely to be the milkman – children too young to go to school would play in the street; those not yet walking would be propped up in pushchairs. I remember being one of the toddlers parked outside the front window so I could ‘get some fresh air into my lungs’ – a worthy sentiment given that the houses had no foundation or damp course, with those beaten-earth floors beneath the lino, so damp and mould were a constant problem.

In fact, other than the coal merchant with his horse-drawn wagon, and the occasional door-to-door salesman, the street was mostly populated by women in flowery wraparound aprons, cleaning their windows with newspaper and gossiping on doorsteps. I remember my mum on her hands and knees scrubbing the paving stones outside our door to wash the obligatory half-circle on the pavement each morning, which signalled to the neighbours that she was a diligent housewife. Another time, I recall two women having a furious row in the middle of the street.

As I’ve mentioned, there was no indoor bathroom. Instead, there was a brick privy in the triangular yard at the back; with a single cold tap over a deep butler sink, it was barely fit for human habitation. This was fine for me as my mum bathed me in the kitchen sink or, when I wouldn’t fit any more, in a zinc bath in front of the fire. As there was only a single cold water tap in the house, she had to boil a kettle or two for the hot water. However, if my parents wanted a bath they had to traipse half a mile to the public bathhouse on the Highway. Because of this, most days they, like everyone else, would make do with a strip wash – that is the removal of just the top half of your clothing and an all-over wash with a flannel at the kitchen sink. It was not uncommon when I was a child to walk into a neighbour’s kitchen and find a man in his vest, with his shirt still tucked into his trousers and his braces dangling, washing himself at the sink.

Of course, these old workmen’s cottages weren’t the only dwellings in the area, and in previous centuries, when Stepney was a village outside the City boundaries, it was a desirable place to live.

Thomas Cromwell had a country mansion in Stepney, and as the centuries passed, rich merchants built fine houses in Stepney Green. Eighteenth-century property investors mimicked the growing western side of London by building squares like Wellclose and Prince’s, lined with townhouses.

Fast forward to the twentieth century. The area was already known for its half-derelict, overcrowded houses and tenement buildings long before the Luftwaffe arrived in 1940, so by the time I arrived on the scene the housing shortage was chronic and living conditions in those homes that remained was appalling.

In order to temporarily alleviate the housing shortage caused by the destruction of the Blitz, the council had cleared land throughout the area to put up a couple of dozen prefabricated dwellings – prefabs, as they were commonly known.

There were built by various companies, but all were made from pre-formed concrete and put together like an oversized puzzle to create a standard two- or three-bedroom single-storey design. They were much favoured by the post-war Labour government, who were trying to implement their election promise of better housing against the crippling national debt of the war, as prefabs were both cheap and quick and easy to construct.

As a small child, I remember visiting friends of my mum who lived on a brand-new estate within walking distance of Anthony Street. I recall thinking how bright and modern their home was in comparison to our dingy little cottage. Those council flats were much loved by their occupants, and many protested vehemently when the council later tried to rehouse them in cramped tower blocks.

Seventy years before I was born, in response to unhealthy and overcrowded housing, Octavia Hill, a Victorian feminist and social reformer, set up the East London Dwelling Company. They built two blocks of flats in Stepney Green, one for single occupants and one for families: Dunstan House and Cressy House.

Cressy House, a triangular block of two-room artisan dwellings on the corner of Hannibal Road, was similar in design to the famous Peabody Buildings in Blackfriars Road, and the Rothschild Dwellings in Flower and Dean Street, Spitalfields. They were designed originally for the families of tradesmen – in other words, the respectable working poor – and had communal toilets on each floor rather than one or two for a dozen tenants.

By the late sixties, when I first visited school friends who lived there, they had been modernised to include an inside bathroom and toilets. I had another friend who lived on the Boundary Estate, which was built to replace the notorious Old Nichol rookery in Shoreditch – as featured in A Child of the Jago. They, too, had the standard design of two bedrooms, lounge and a small kitchen but, unlike the original Victorian artisan dwellings such as Cressy House and Peabody buildings, homes on the Boundary Estate each had their own bathroom. Like most dwellings of the time, their only form of heating was an open fire in the lounge. It was only in the 1960s that people swapped coal and ash for an electric fire. There are other such philanthropic blocks of flats dotted around in Limehouse and Shadwell, and in the 1930s the council, too, built yellow-brick council houses, examples of which can still be seen along Greenbank in Wapping.

Through the centuries, rich and poor have always lived side by side in East London, often only streets apart. There are still a number of elegant Regency houses in the area, and if you walk along Stepney Green itself, with its double-fronted houses with white steps leading to lacquered front doors, you could be forgiven for thinking you had been transported to a trendy street in Islington or Hackney.

When my parents moved back to Stepney, my mum started going to church – I think it must have been St Paul’s along the Highway – and for the first time I met people who didn’t live in shared houses or council flats. I remember us visiting one of the older ladies of the parish for tea. Her name is lost to me now, but her husband was a lock keeper on the Limehouse cut and they lived in a large house with several rooms owned by The Port of London, situated by the bascule bridge that sat across the Shadwell basin. The London Docks was a working dock in those days, and I clearly remember staring out of her parlour window in amazement as the bridge rocked back to let a ship sail through.

There are still plenty of Georgian houses in and around Wapping High Street. Of course, by the time I was born, most of these elegant dwellings had become multi-occupancy, with three or four families living on different floors.

In 1958, after four and half years in number 71 Anthony Street, my parents received a letter telling them that, along with the rest of the street, they were going to be rehoused on one of the new council estates. I imagine after four years cooped up in a damp cottage with a single cold water tap in the kitchen and an antiquated outside lavatory, they were beside themselves with joy.

Initially, like many East Enders at that time, my parents were offered a house with a garden in Harold Hill or Dagenham, but my father turned them down. These places are now part of Greater London, but in the 1950s somewhere like Harold Hill was regarded as being the back of beyond. To my father’s way of thinking, London was where the work was, so although wide-open fields and an actual house might be tempting, he decided to stay put, and was instead allocated a flat on the fourth storey of a block in Harpley Square, just off Globe Road. It was two miles from our little house on Anthony Street and halfway between Stepney Green and Bethnal Green tube stations.

After living in two damp rooms with an outside bog, the new flat – with a separate bathroom and toilet, a fitted kitchen with hot water, a pantry and an airing cupboard – must have seemed like a palace. It was also at the end of the landing, so we didn’t have people walking to and fro past our kitchen window.

Until we were rehoused again some six years later, I had to share a bedroom with my brother. I remember we could choose our own wallpaper. We compromised, with Huckleberry Finn and Yogi Bear on one wall and Disney’s Snow White on the other.

There were two slight disadvantages to the family’s new home. One was that it had a small balcony, which overlooked the grassy square. Immediately identifying this as a potential hazard for small children, my father designed a wooden frame with chicken wire stretched across it, which he fixed across the space. The second disadvantage was that the flat was up four flights of stairs. There was a lift that you could just about squeeze a pram into, but you’d be lucky to find it working.

The rest of the Fullerton family moved with us to Harpley Square. My Uncle Arthur and his family lived in a second-floor maisonette on the other side of the square while my Grandmother and Uncle Jimmy lived in the two-storey block opposite. Martha and her husband Wag had a two-bedroom flat in a block on the west side; it was conveniently located on the ground floor and I would often knock on their door when I was playing in the square to use their loo.

We would always visit my father’s elderly mother, Little Nan, on Sunday mornings. She was as tiny as you’d expect for someone called Little Nan, with a very wrinkled face. She had a full set of dentures, but like Queenie Brogan in my Second World War Ration Book series, she only wore them on Sundays or when the vicar called.

Her flat was comfortably furnished and decorated with brica-brac from trips to the seaside, while family photos in ancient frames were displayed on the mantelshelf and sideboard. There was also a fringed chenille table covering draped over the folded table and cotton lace antimacassars on the chairs. Little Nan maintained the old way of keeping her door on the latch, so we would knock and then just walk in. She was always sitting in a large armchair by the hearth with her feet up on a pouffe when we arrived.

My father told me that when he was a child his mother was always on her feet doing something, be it housework or cooking, and when she did sit down, she would have some sewing or knitting in her hands. It’s a testament to her hard work and care for her family that hardly a day passed without one or other of her children dropping by to see her. Although I was just nine when she died in 1963, I remember her very well.

Although we had most of our immediate family living just a short walk away across the square, we often ventured further afield and took a bus to Bow to see my Uncle Bob.

Bob had had a kidney removed some time before he married my Aunt Elaine and so despite having a good income they couldn’t get a mortgage. Instead, they lived in the converted basement of Elaine’s parents’ Edwardian townhouse in Bow. Aunt Elaine adopted the sophisticated tailored styles made famous by Jackie Kennedy a decade later, whereas Bobby was pure fifties Italian chic in flannel slacks, polo shirts and loafers. I thought them very modern.

Sometimes we took the long bus journey to Ilford, to visit my mum’s father and her stepmother, Nell – known as Big Nan, she was five foot six and broad in the beam. From the bus stop next to Ilford police station, it was a short walk down Ilford Lane to Nell and my grandfather’s house.

Although people commuted into London from Ilford each day, back in the sixties it was still very much a town in its own right. There was a busy high street with shops that are still with us today like M&S and Boots. It also had other names that have long since disappeared from town centres, like Woolworth’s and C&A – or Coats and ’Ats, as we called it. There were other shops such as Freeman, Hardy and Willis, Hepworths and the grocery store Home and Colonial. In addition, any girl wanting to cut a dash at a wedding would save up her pennies to buy something a little bit special at Mason Riches, which sat on the opposite corner of the road from the police station.

Visiting family was considered a special occasion. We would always dress in our best clothes, and before we set out our parents would remind us not to interrupt, to say please and thank you, and not to touch anything that might break. I always had trouble sticking to the last rule.

Unlike East London, which had predominantly rented accommodation, most of the Edwardian terraced streets in Ilford were owned by those living in them. Although Ilford was not as heavily bombed as East London, it was still on the flight path for the Luftwaffe bombers and so it had suffered its fair share of bombings during the night-time air raids. Because of this, people in Ilford had started selling up and moving away.

Because they worked in Bethnal Green during the war, my mum’s family applied to the local air raid precautions authority for a family ticket which allowed them to shelter from the bombing in Bethnal Green station. The station had been constructed as an extension eastwards from Liverpool Street, but although it had been completed, the war had started before the trains started running. Deep beneath the ground, it made the perfect air raid shelter and my mum, her sister Gladys and their stepmother sheltered there each night, along with hundreds of other East Enders.

On 3 March 1943, as people were making their way down the stairs for the night, someone tripped. Other stumbled over them as people behind surged forward; unable to move, people panicked. One hundred and seventy-three people, including sixty-two children, died in the crush. Thankfully, my mum and her family had just got to the bottom of the stairs when it happened so narrowly avoided being part of the disaster, but they were led out the station by rescuers hours later and saw dozens of bodies lined up on the pavement outside.

After that close shave with death, my mum’s stepmother persuaded my grandfather to take their savings from the bank, and for the princely sum of £375 they bought a three-bedroom mid-terrace house. 36 Albany Road had two reception rooms, an inside bathroom and a fifty-foot garden. The front parlour, which smelled of dust and polish, held an upright piano. That room was reserved for high days and holidays, so when we visited, we always sat in the back room that overlooked the small garden.

On fine days my brother and I would be let out to run up and down the stretch of lawn, while the adults sat on the raised patio and drank tea. A far cry from scuffing our knees on the gravel of the communal playground or being knocked off the climbing frames by the big boys. However, there was many an afternoon when we had to sit and gaze at the patch of green through the rain running down the French windows.

Honestly, compared to our little flat at the top of a tower block, my grandparents’ house was like a palace. There was no heavy footfall on the celling from the tenants above and no raised voices of arguing neighbours coming through the wall as you were sitting watching TV. You could get into your home without climbing over the junk the people in the next flat had left outside their front door or without travelling up in a lift reeking of urine. Instead of the handkerchief-sized hallway of the flat, the house had a proper hall and stairs; but most of all I loved the garden with flowers and would stay out there playing even on the coldest day.

Come rain or shine, when the five o’clock pips sounded we had to be deathly quiet as the football results were broadcast over the radio and my grandfather would check his Littlewoods pools, saying, ‘I’ll buy you a house if I win.’ He never did.

We always ended the day with Nan picking flowers from her well-tended borders for my mum to take home. Then we’d trundle back to the bus stop to await a number twenty-five to return us to London.

After my brother was born, my father applied to the council for a bigger house – but it took another three years before we were offered a three-bedroom maisonette in Redmans Road on the edge of the newly constructed housing estate, so we packed up our belongings and moved back to Stepney.

Unlike our first council home, which was a top floor two-bedroom flat, the council house my parents were offered was in a newly built block of twenty, arranged over two floors, with a communal stairwell and a rubbish chute at one end. The living area was large, with a proper hallway and a kitchen that looked out on to the landing at the front and was big enough to accommodate a table and four chairs.

The lounge at the back was the width of the maisonette but with a chunk taken out of the floor space for a small outside balcony.

Our new home also had a separate toilet and bathroom, an airing cupboard and a fitted kitchen; with more space for two growing children, it was a great improvement on the flat.

It also meant I had a room of my own. Such joy! Even from an early age, often sparked by something like an image in a book or a television programme, I was always inventing characters and weaving their stories, usually innocent romantic ones, about princes and princesses. Having my own room meant I could hide myself away with my sketch pad and illustrate those tales.

However, you had obligations to fulfil as tenants, one being you had to clean the shared stairwells and passages. Although many of the tenants didn’t bother, my mum diligently mopped down the landing and stairs to the floor below with bleach when it was her turn and later, when I was a teenager, it became one of my most hated chores.

The worst thing about the maisonette wasn’t hearing the neighbours shouting at each other through the paper-thin walls, or catching your shins on tricycles, scooters and prams left on the landing. It was the communal rubbish chute.

Located halfway down the stairs, the chute had a hinged cast-iron cover with a handle that opened, allowing you to drop your household rubbish down said chute. My mum diligently wrapped all our waste – from potato peelings to sanitary towels – in at least two layers of newspaper, but not everyone one was so conscientious. Putting out our rubbish was another job I was given when I was old enough, and I can’t tell you how many times I gagged doing it. In fact, I feel a little queasy writing about it now.

As owning your own home was something the majority of my parents’ generation couldn’t afford, nearly everyone I knew lived in a council house. For tenants who had suffered decades of neglectful landlords and precarious tenure, council houses gave not only security but also a realistic hope of having faults repaired. The council even decorated a room for you every few years. And if you wanted to move there was a scheme whereby you could swap your council house with that of another tenant by mutual agreement.

There was no shame in living in a council house. When the young couple who lived next door to us scraped the money together to buy a house in Upminster, my father couldn’t fathom out why they would. He regarded taking on a mortgage as being a financial millstone around your neck, which today seems bizarre.

However, one group of East London residents still lived in very plush houses indeed: the clergy.

When my family moved to the maisonette in Redmans Road, my mum started going to St Dunstan’s Church. The vicar had a daughter of about my age called Cecily, who, unlike every other child in the parish, went to a private school in the City. Deemed by her parents to be an acceptable playmate among the local children, I was invited around to the vicarage to play.

I felt like Pip in Great Expectations, walking into Miss Havisham’s for the first time, as I passed through the front door of the rectory on White Horse Lane. The large, detached Victorian house had a massive garden surrounding it. Although the servants’ rooms on the upper floor had been converted into flats, I’ve never in my whole life been in such a huge house.

They had a music room with a grand piano; we had a kitchen table that all four of us could barely squeeze around and a lounge that could only accommodate a two-seater sofa and a pair of armchairs. They had classical statues on their mantelpieces; we had knick-knacks with Clacton and Southend stamped on them. They had objects I’d never even seen before – a metronome, a roll-top desk and a double-oven Aga – whereas the furniture in our entire house would have fitted into the vicarage scullery. I had to deposit our household rubbish down a stomach-churning communal shoot. Their gardener put their dustbins out for collection when he’d finished pruning the shrubs.

Street Life

Harpley Square, where we lived had a purpose-built playground with monkey bars, concrete tubes and swings, and logs hammered together to form a climbing structure specifically designed for you to acquire splinters in your hands and knees. Even as an eight year old I had been let out to play with other children in the flats with just the warnings ‘don’t get into a stranger’s car’ and ‘stay where I can see you’.

By the time I was ten, and in the last year of my junior school, I used to roam far and wide around the streets and parks, running across main roads and scavenging on bomb sites. We climbed over fences into building sites and sometimes even jumped on a bus to Aldgate or Stratford.

There were plenty of parks in our part of London, too. Meath Gardens – or Meefy Gardens, as we called it – was an old Victorian cemetery complete with mock-medieval archways at its entrance; Bethnal Green Park wasn’t as big, but it had the library that had been the notorious eighteenth-century Wright’s Madhouse so was nicknamed Barmy Park, and if you wanted to stretch your legs a bit then there was Victoria Park, complete with formal gardens, ornamental lake, bandstand and open-air 1930s lido. Unfortunately for us, with sour-faced park-keepers constantly shouting at us to ‘keep off the grass’, ‘mind the ruddy flowers’ and ‘get down off those trees’, you couldn’t always just run wild.

We had our favourite games, too. Hopscotch was popular, chalking up the numbers on paving stones if you were in the street, or using a hopscotch grid the council helpfully painted on the gravel of designated play areas. A game called ‘two balls’ was popular with the girls. We would line up in a row, facing a convenient section of brickwork, and would bounce and catch balls off it while performing variations like over-arm, dropsy, letting the ball bounce on the floor once before catching it … ‘Two balls’ had rhymes too, like, When I was two, I buckled my shoe over the sea to Rye. A bottle of rum to fill my tum and that’s the life for me, each word accompanied by an action in between throwing and catching.

The other game I recall was Gobs. For this you needed five coloured half-inch cubes of chalk. You threw them up and then tried to catch as many as you could on the back of your hand. Any that landed on the ground had to be picked up whilst balancing the others. If they fell off, you lost that round and handed the gobs over to another player.

As we got older, we stopped running around the park, preferring to hang around in groups on street corners, or buying a bottle of Tizer or cream soda and sitting around on the brick-built flowerbeds or one of the odd concrete sculptures that the architects dotted around between their faceless tower blocks.

Truthfully, it wasn’t as if there wasn’t enough laid on for children, as every church ran a youth club and had Brownies, Cubs, Scouts and Girl Guide packs attached. There were numerous boxing clubs scattered all over the East End, too. Because so many of the local population had Irish ancestry, almost every Catholic church had an Irish dance class attached.

I’ll be honest: from about the age of eight or nine, our parents had no idea where we were – if you weren’t at school, you were out of the house playing with friends, away from adult scrutiny. It wasn’t that they were neglectful, that’s just how they had been brought up.

The Language of the Streets

Now in the same way that the Irish people aren’t forever saying ‘top o’ the morning’ or Scots pipping in with ‘och aye the noo’, East Enders don’t use rhyming slang all day long.

Rhyming slang can be traced back to street cant from the Regency period used by criminals, but its modern origins stem from costermongers, street traders and those on the shady side of the law communicating with each other without the police or authorities being able to understand.

There are also two types: straightforward rhyming – such as a Godiva meaning a fiver – and double rhyming – such as Barnet, taken from Barnet Fair, meaning hair.

However, although I’ve never heard anyone say ‘apples and pears’ in everyday conversation, there are some phrases that my family and others have used for as long as I can remember.

You’ll find dozens of sites on the internet which will give you long lists of rhyming slang, most of which are just made up and were never used by true East Enders. Apart from the aforementioned Barnet, phrases I remember my family and others using are as follows:


Having a butcher’s = butcher’s hook = a look

Plates = plates of meat = feet

Mincers = mince pies = eyes

Porkies = pork pies = lies

China = China plate = mate

Dog and bone = often used complete = phone

Using your loaf = loaf of bread = head

Syrup = syrup of fig = wig

Whistle = whistle and flute = suit

Treacle = treacle tart = sweetheart

Trouble = trouble and strife = wife

Would you Adam and Eve it = believe it (a phrase I have 
used on occasion as an email header to my agent)

And of course, Bristols = Bristol City’s = titties



Some were more complicated, such as Aris = from Aristotle = bottle = bottle and glass = arse.

Aside from the rhyming slang, there were other phrases, too, like ‘losing your bottle’ or ‘bottling it’, meaning to lose your nerve. My mum’s stock reply to any enquiry as to what was for tea would be, ‘Shit with sugar on’, while my father favoured the one that got Chas and Dave in trouble with the BBC – ‘Gercha cowson’ – for anything that riled him.



CHAPTER TWO

No One’s a Native

[image: illustration]

ALTHOUGH I OFTEN refer to myself as a native East Ender, the truth is that like almost everyone else in the area, my ancestors originated from somewhere else.

East London has always been a magnet for anyone trying to make their way in the world. Intricate Viking swords, Anglo-Saxon pennies, Norman drinking horns and bits of rusty Flemish armour have all been discovered over the centuries in the mud and silt on both banks of the Thames – a testament to the fact that people from far and wide settled on that part of the river.

The Industrial Revolution brought even more nationalities to the riverside district surrounding the dock: Germans who worked in the sugar industry flocked to St Mary’s in Whitechapel, Indians who arrived on East India Company trading ships settled in Blackwall; Chinese citizens were employed to hump coal in Limehouse Basin, exploited for cheap labour. It was sweat and brawn from dozens of nations, most notably Ireland, that built the infrastructure of Victorian Britain which helped this country move into the modern world.

Then came orthodox Jews – the men in long grey coats, trailing beards and homburg hats and the women in sheitel (a wig worn by married women) – fleeing the pogroms in Russia. They were joining their distant cousins from Spain and Portugal who’d arrived a century and a half earlier, escaping Catholic persecution in Iberia.

Jewish culture is deeply embedded in East London to this day. My whole family lived and worked alongside Jewish people. Food such as bagels, matzos and pickled herrings were everyday fare for East Enders. After all, if not from a Jewish baker, where would you get your daily loaf? Yiddish words – nosh (to eat), schmatta (rags), schlep (to travel) and spiel (persuasive talk) – were commonly used by my family and others.

To save them sitting in a cold house all day during the Sabbath, when they were forbidden to work, Jewish families would pay local kids to light their fire and heat up food on Saturdays.

Old Jewish traditions lived on into the mid-sixties when our neighbours, the Greenbergs, who weren’t Orthodox Jews, used a traditional matchmaker to introduce their daughter to her future husband. In fact, a small number of very religious Jewish households keep up this tradition today.

As well as anti-Semitism, which expressed itself with complaints that factories were owned by Jews, there was praise for Jewish doctors, like the legendary GP Hannah Billig, known as the Angel of Cable Street for her tireless and lifelong work among the poor and sick of East London. Dr Billig tended to my family’s health through to the 1950s.

While not frequent, marriage between Christians and Jews happened, as with my Uncle Arthur and Aunt Dora. Dora’s cousin in Belgium perished in the gas chamber in Auschwitz and our family had friends and worked alongside people who still bore their concentration camp numbers, tattooed on their wrists, so even as children we had an understanding of the horrors of the holocaust and anti-Semitism.

Following the end of the Second World War, new residents arrived from Malta, the Caribbean and Africa. They were later joined by Greek and Turkish Cypriots, many of whom opened cafés, fish and chip shops and restaurants and added to the mix of cultures.

The slaughter of war wasn’t just something that happened to my parents’ generation. I knew dozens of both Greek and Turkish Cypriots whose families had moved to East London during the troubles caused by the British withdrawal from Cyprus in the 1960s. One such was a friend of mine from a large Greek Cypriot family. She lived at the eastern end of Wapping High Street, long before there were million-pound houses there, where her mother kept a corner shop. On the wall behind the counter was a picture of two young men in military uniform with gleaming smiles: my friend’s two brothers, who were decapitated in a skirmish with their Turkish counterparts. No doubt there were similar photos on Turkish Cypriot walls in East London, too.

I had always had Jewish children and children of colour and mixed heritage in my infant school; my class register in senior school included names such as E’quilant, Riley, Levy,

Papadopoulos, Hussain, Ali, Osman, Conner, Murphy, Greenburg, Stein, Sassoon and Faraqui. There was even a girl called Antoinette Malkovich. We East Enders were multi-ethnic long before the phrase was coined.

And my family were in those waves of desperate people looking for a better life. The first to arrive on these shores on my mum’s maternal side was John Assers, clothworker. Fleeing persecution in the Low Countries, he arrived in the late seventeenth century and settled at Spitalfields with his fellow Huguenots silk weavers. Not long after, Allan Fullerton, my umpteen times paternal great-grandfather, fresh from Rothsay in Argyle, stepped off a ship in London Dock and found rooms in Martha Street, where many of the Fullerton family would reside until the slum clearances in the 1960s. Allan’s grandson Alexander, had eleven children and I suspect all the Fullertons in East London and Essex, myself included, are his descendants.

My paternal grandmother’s family were next to arrive, in the 1860s. They came from Inchigeelagh, in Munster, to escape the Irish Famine, settling in an area in Wapping that was so Irish it’s marked on maps of the time as Knockfurgus. They stayed there for a year or two before moving to the Brick Lane area of Whitechapel where, as a child, my grandmother walked the same streets by day that Jack the Ripper prowled by night.

The last to arrive were my mum’s paternal side, the Aplins. They pitched up in Limehouse in 1888 from Dorset, where they had been solid yeomen in the small village of Iwerne Minster – they can be traced there right back to the early seventeenth century.

So, like so many East Enders, I am a mongrel: the blood from many different lands and people flows through my veins.

Meet the Family

Raising children, putting food on the table and keeping a roof over your head in East London before the NHS and the Welfare State, women had to be strong-willed and stubborn. However, neither adjective comes anywhere close to describing my Aunt Nell.

Standing just over five foot five tall, with a pair of shoulders like a docker, a jaw that could chisel stone and an eye that could pierce steel, she was the undisputed dictator of the Fullerton family. Sometimes challenged, but never defeated. She wasn’t backward in coming forward to tell you where you’d gone wrong and putting you on the right path.

She was fearless, too. I’ve seen her take a complete stranger to task on the platform at Stratford station when he spat on the floor in front of her, and God have mercy on a stallholder who sold her apples from the back of the barrow! When she was well into her seventies, a rash youngster tried to snatch her handbag in a drive-by robbery. She punched him mid-mugging, sending him and his moped careering off into a lamp-post.

Three years after my Fullerton grandparents welcomed Nell into the world, they were blessed with another daughter, Millie. Two boys, my uncles Arthur and Jimmy, followed in swift succession, before the arrival of my father, George Henry.

Jimmy and my father were choirboys together at St George-in-the-East and went on the church’s annual seaside trip to Hastings each year. When my father’s voice broke, he could no longer sing in the choir, but Jimmy’s voice held true. At family get-togethers the call always went up: ‘Give us a song, Jimmy!’

The Hawksmoor church where my father sang as a boy is still there on the Highway, but if you walk inside, you’ll have a bit of a shock. Instead of elegant eighteenth-century columns, memorials and church furniture, you’ll find an interior straight out of the 1960s. In May 1941, at the height of the Blitz, the church took a direct hit and the subsequent fire destroyed the original interior. However, a Nissen hut was set up in the burnt-out wreckage and St George’s continued to conduct services, including my Aunt Martha’s wedding in 1943.

Being a quietly spoken, unassuming individual, my father was particularly close to his brother Jimmy, who was a gentle soul and a lifelong church-goer. My father wore a black mourning armband – something you never see today – for over a month after he died.

By the time my father arrived in 1917, the three-up three-down house in Planet Street was getting pretty crowded.

With my grandfather away fighting in the trenches, Nell, who was now twelve, took up the position as second in command in the family, a role she held on tight to for the rest of her life.

My Aunt Martha made her appearance on April Fool’s Day three years after my father in 1920. Her husband Charlie was called Wag by all and sundry, because all Charlies are known to be wags – that’s to say they’re jokers. He was a big-hearted character who smoked like a chimney and talked like Ray Winston and I loved him. His relaxed, unruffled attitude to life was the perfect foil to my Aunt Martha’s busy, do-everything-now ways. He did as she asked without batting an eyelid, even re-wallpapering a room within a week because she didn’t like the first pattern when it was up.

My grandparents had another daughter and son, Edith and Ernie, after Martha but both children died in infancy. I have no photos of Edith, but there is a poignant one of Ernest with Nell and Millie taken in the backyard.

Finally, in 1928, my grandparents had their last child, Robert Peter, known to the family as ‘Mad Bobby’. Being their last child, Bob, according to everyone including Bob himself, was thoroughly spoilt. Unlike his older brothers he always had shoes, and rather than having to help with family chores he was told to clear off and play with his friends so as not get in the way. Also, whereas his three older brothers were unassuming and softly spoken, Bobby was loud and demanding. He earned his nickname Mad Bobby for the many scrapes he got into and he was returned home more than once with bumps and bruises from falling off a wall or getting into a fight with the kids in the next street.

Bobby’s lasting contribution to Fullerton family folklore is that he gave his older sister Nell her nickname: The Sheriff.

He was gregarious and exuberant and after he’d completed his National Service in late 1948, Bobby threw himself into the post-war jollity. It was while tripping the light fantastic in one such establishment that he met my Aunt Elaine. She was a grammar school girl and a typist in the Civil Service, so several steps up the social ladder from the Fullertons. But not backward in coming forward, Bobby asked her to dance and, during the course of their first ever turn around the floor, told her he was going to marry her. Undaunted by her initial reluctance, Bobby made good on his word and they married two years later. They too wanted children but after several years of trying, reconciled themselves to being childless.

Bobby would do anything from jump on a stage and dance, to grab a mike and sing, so I think my father envied his outgoing nature. He was also a complete but lovable fraud. According to him, he could do anything from rewire your house to drive a rally car. He maintained that having been stationed in Palestine he could speak Arabic fluently, thereby making him the only squaddie who could move around the Arab quarters unmolested. In truth, he could swear and say a few phrases in Arabic, but any solider stupid enough to venture outside of barracks was usually found in a ditch with their throat cut. But honestly, I defy anyone not to smile when Bobby was in full, completely over-the-top flow.
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