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Introduction





THE East End of London has been separated from the rest of the city for far longer than the conventional historical division: it lies upon a strip of gravel separate from those others called the Flood Plain gravels which emerged at the time of the last glacial eruption. Whether this longevity has played any part in creating the unique atmosphere of east London is open to question, perhaps, but the symbolic importance of west and east cannot be discounted in any attempt to understand the particular associations and connections with which the East End has been burdened over the centuries. The Roman burials of London, some of them in the very precincts of what is now the East End, are characteristically laid out with their heads to the west – suggesting in the process that the western quadrant of the heavens embodies more glory or more harmony.


Certainly from the earliest periods of London history the eastern side – defined differently, of course, as the city grew – has enjoyed a less enviable reputation than that of the west. Archaeological evidence suggests that the invading Saxons of the fifth and sixth centuries settled to the west of the river Walbrook, while the now demoralised or at least defeated Romano-British citizens dwelled upon the east bank. The records of early medieval London suggest the same patterns of habitation, and from the thirteenth century the eastern end was regarded as the site for the poorer or less fashionable quarters of the city. This development was anticipated and reinforced by the building of Westminster in the eleventh century, whereby the courtly and diplomatic functions of London were consolidated in the more wealthy and fashionable regions of the west.


The city then moved steadily and ineluctably forward in that direction. When Nash developed Regent Street he divided west from east in a smaller but no less decisive manner. The Strand has received more tributes than Mare Street in Hackney, while the reputations of Kensington or Chelsea have not suffered the same depredations as those of Bethnal Green or Shoreditch. There was also a further anomaly which, in this excellent study, Alan Palmer fully describes. He explains how the early domination of the Church in the manors of Hackney and of Stepney meant that the suburbs of London were unable to spread in that direction, so impeding the development of the city in its eastern portion. These ancient estates were also responsible for an additional restriction – copyholders were unable to lease their land for more than thirty-one years, on pain of forfeiture. As a result land was relatively inexpensive, but this restriction also led to short-term speculation and cheaply produced housing. The straggling and confused state of the East End, as both Stow and Defoe noted, was permitted precisely because there was no sense or understanding of long-term development. Houses and shops and workshops were run up by individuals with an eye only on short-term profit, which in itself accounts for the ‘piecemeal’ appearance of the area in the centuries before the Blitz of 1940. There was another consequence. The planning of squares and estates in the western areas could continue on the secure basis of long-term leases – that is essentially the reason for the grand homogeneity of many prosperous areas – but the possibility of planning and building for the long term also meant, crucially, that the poor could systematically be excluded. In the East End, in contrast, it was inevitable and perhaps necessary that as many cheap plots as possible should be exploited in the pursuit of quantity rather than quality.


So from the earliest times the East End has been associated with the great blight of London poverty. It became the home of industrial workers employed in the ‘stink industries’ which grew up around the purlieus of the Lea, just as at a later date it was to be the abode and refuge of those thousands of dock labourers who were employed – if at all – on short time. The ‘sweated’ industries of the cloth-workers and the silk-workers seemed to have their natural home in the East End, while on the poverty map of Charles Booth the areas of Shadwell, Limehouse and Whitechapel contained the highest proportion of that blue shading which denoted ‘Very poor, casual. Chronic want.’


Just as the East End has characteristically been the home of manual labourers so too, in trading terms, it has represented wholesale rather than retail. The same pattern of deprivation has continued well into the twentieth century, where the decline in manufacturing has not been balanced by any increase in what we have come to know as the ‘service’ sector. The conditions in some of the housing estates in the East End boroughs are worse than anything elsewhere in London, and as bad as anything in England. Other statistics, culled from other ages, might be introduced here to suggest the practical effects and consequences of this endemic poverty: in the nineteenth century there were far more cases of fever and consumption mortally affecting the older part of the population than in any other region of the capital while, in the twentieth century, it has been reported that there are three hundred per cent more examples of nervous breakdown.


Yet in many respects, as Mr Palmer suggests at the end of his fascinating and exhaustive account, the East End also remains ‘a microcosm of London’s past’. It may surprise many to be informed, or reminded, that the great glory of London theatre began in Shoreditch with the erection of two playhouses known as The Curtain and The Theatre. It is surmised that Shakespeare performed in both establishments and they in turn were the forerunners of the tea-gardens, penny gaffs and music-halls which rendered the East End as famous in song and drama as it was notorious in social surveys and public prints. There has in fact always been a cheerfulness and a gaiety associated with the citizens of these areas. Whether they are true ‘Cockneys’ is of course open to territorial doubt, but the verve and energy of East Enders were as evident in the music-hall songs of Wilton’s in Wellclose Square or the ‘Brit’ in Hoxton High Street as they are now in the dialogue or confrontations of the television series EastEnders.


The region is also representative of a general London spirit in the sense that it has been the home, or haven, of religious dissent and of political radicalism. The mantle of Wesley and his crusade covers the areas of Spitalfields and Wapping, in particular, but the East End has always been marked out by those groups of radical artisans espousing millennarian (and generally ‘levelling’) beliefs. The Ancient Deists of Hoxton, who believed with William Blake that they might converse with angels, were joined by Ranters, Muggletonians, Anabaptists, Fifth Monarchy men and Quakers – all of them devotees of a peculiarly vivid spirituality that springs from the very conditions of the eastern region. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries religious dissent was accompanied by a sense of grievance and exclusion so strong that it also acted as a form of political dissent. Members of the London Corresponding Society and, at a later date, the Chartists met in the ‘mug houses’ and public houses of the east in order to toast their revolutionary causes.


There is in fact an especial atmosphere in the area which seems to encourage an anti-authoritarian spirit. Mr Palmer notes the presence of anarchist groups among nineteenth-century Russian and German immigrants, while the whole political ethic of the East End was in the first decades of the twentieth century dominated by the ‘municipal socialism’ of that great East End hero, George Lansbury. There is also a fine tradition of trade unionism in this most deprived of areas – the Bryant and May ‘matchgirls’ strike of 1888 and the dockers’ strike for a ‘tanner’ in the succeeding year provide a splendid example of solidarity and communality in the face of bad or venal management. But the struggles for recognition and decency did not end at that point. When Sylvia Pankhurst set up her headquarters for the suffragettes in the Old Ford Road she declared that ‘I regard the rousing of the East End as of utmost importance … The creation of a women’s movement in that great abyss of poverty would be a call to the rise of similar movements in all parts of the country.’ Here the East End becomes a beacon of dissent and perhaps even of insurrection. And why should it not be so? That area which has suffered most from the social and political conditions of a thousand years is the one most likely to engender rebels and dissenters within its very centre.


The East End is a ‘microcosm’ of London, also, since many generations of immigrants have steadily and permanently altered its nature. The history of London is the history of its immigrants, since so large and so voracious a city requires a continual supply of new skills and new trades – indeed, new people – to maintain its energy and sustain its momentum. It is said that in other cities and towns in England it requires a residence of many years before a new arrival is accepted; in London the process takes as many months. Anyone living in the East End immediately becomes, almost by osmosis, an East Ender. This may not necessarily be a consequence of the supposed ‘openness’ and ‘hospitality’ beloved of Cockney enthusiasts – it has to be recalled that Mosley recruited some of his most vociferous supporters from the East End, and that racial attacks were once common in the area – but, rather that, to suffer the conditions of the East End is to join a long line of suffering. Mr Palmer charts the flow-lines of immigration from Europe and from the Indian subcontinent. Huguenot weavers were followed by Jews, who were in turn succeeded by émigrés from Bangladesh. By one of those curious features of London’s topography – what may almost be called a topographical imperative – these bands of immigrants have over the centuries settled and worked in the same place. A chapel can become a synagogue, and then a mosque, the same edifice guarding in turn the same backrooms and the same ‘sweat shops’ where eighteenth-century weavers once plied their looms and where now Bangladeshi women piece together saris and dresses.


Yet this concentration of foreign workers has in turn helped to create the identity of the East End as somehow an alien and mysterious territory. The location of Chinese immigrants in the area of Pennyfields, by Limehouse, offers a significant and striking case of altered perceptions. There were not very many of them, and they were not noticeably less well behaved than any other group of Londoners, but the image of ‘Chinatown’ with its lascars and its opium dens swiftly became associated with the identity of the East End. This influx of apparently mysterious people also served to reinforce the other territorial myth of the area – because it lay in the east, it became associated in the general consciousness with the blight of the greater East, the empires of Russia and Turkey. ‘The Eastern Question’ was one of the insoluble dilemmas of the nineteenth century and, by a strange osmosis, the East End became associated with that menace.


The threat came also in the shape of sickness and death; the smoke and the smell of the wind from the east were thought to be harbingers of disease, while the incidence of cholera and other fatal contagions was abnormally high in the poorer districts of these deprived neighbourhoods. ‘All smell is disease.’ Ernest Chadwick once declared, and it was apparent to many Londoners that the peculiar noisomeness of the trades and factories situated in the east threatened a more general fatality. The problem then could only be compounded; as soon as the inhabitants of the east grew affluent, they moved out. The clerks of the nineteenth century, for example, took advantage of the burgeoning transport system to migrate to more salubrious areas some miles away. The result was that only the poor remained, their numbers growing larger as their fate became more desperate. That in turn established a sense of separation and of grievance which has not even now been dissipated. East Enders were known to be fiercely loyal and protective of their areas – even before the worst days of the Blitz, evacuated women and children returned to their homes in Poplar and in Limehouse, in Hackney and in Bow – but this loyalty was in part an act of desperation.


So the East End, in a phrase, became the harbour of the poor. Out of that poverty sprang reports of evil and immorality, of savagery and unnamed vice. It was in the middle of the nineteenth century that this salacious and somewhat inaccurate image of the East End first began to be disseminated. There are some who blame it upon De Quincey who, in his account of the Ratcliffe Highway murders of 1812, entitled ‘On Murder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts’, apostrophised the area as one of the ‘most chaotic’ and ‘a most dangerous quarter’, a ‘perilous region’ replete with ‘manifold ruffianism’. The impression was taken up by writers as diverse as Dickens and Wilde, Pierce Egan and Arthur Conan Doyle, but the defining sensation which forever marked the East End was of course the series of murders ascribed to ‘Jack the Ripper’. Mr Palmer makes it clear that, contrary to popular belief, the habits and conditions of the region had been thoroughly examined and publicised long before those notorious murders but there is no doubt that the scale of the sudden and brutal killings effectively marked out the area as one of incomparable violence and depravity. The fact that the killer was never captured, and that there has as a result been endless fascinated speculation about his (or her) identity, only seemed to confirm the impression that the bloodshed was almost created by the mean streets themselves – that the East End was the true ‘Ripper’.


And so in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century an outpouring of books emphasised the horror and darkness which were to be found there – The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, The People of the Abyss, Ragged London, and so forth. Yet if the darkness of the East End has been continually advanced as the true nature of its condition then, in Mr Palmer’s phrase, it is only acting once more as a ‘microcosm of London’s past’. London has always been a dark city because it has been built upon the imperatives of commerce and of trade; for two thousand years it has been established upon the power of money, and the East End itself has been both a casualty and a victim of that process. It has attracted the poor, and the unemployed, and the immigrant, before crushing them in its wake, leaving a dark stain which can be seen everywhere in the east. On the same page as Charles Booth’s description of nineteenth-century Whitechapel there are two separate pictures – one is of the tables of the poor, ‘fairly black’ with swarms of flies, while the other depicts the streets outside where, at the level of the hip, ‘is a broad dirty mark, showing where the men and lads are in the constant habit of standing’. These are the true shadows of the East End – the shadow of disease and the shadow of torpor, together with the shadows of the outcast and the dispossessed. Now the great churches of Hawksmoor are challenged by the glittering towers of Docklands. This is perhaps a moment of transition, when the darkness of the area will be abolished and the shadowy surface of the Thames renewed, but those who have known and loved the East End in all its aspects may be assured that its history is too strong and too potent ever to be removed. This book is an essential part of a continual process of retrieval and understanding.
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Preface





EVERYONE knows the East End, at least as a generalised concept. A popular television series, together with media coverage of the building boom in Docklands, keeps it firmly in the public eye; and over the last hundred years no part of London has remained so consistently newsworthy. But the whole area between the City and metropolitan Essex is rich in a history which is of national significance rather than merely of local curiosity. My principal aim in writing this book has been to sketch in the details of much of this colourful past, while relating what was happening in the East End to the rise and fall of London as an imperial city.


Although everyone may think that they know the East End, to pinpoint it on a map is harder. When Jack London, the American novelist, came to England in 1902 he complained that ‘Thomas Cook and Son, path-finders and trail-clearers, living sign-posts to all the World, … knew not the way to the East End’; and when at last he took a hansom there, the cabby put him down at Stepney station ‘as the one familiar spot he had ever heard of in all that wilderness’. Today’s American visitor would fare better: driverless coaches from a red and blue train-set carry tourists down to the southern tip of the Isle of Dogs in fourteen minutes, eight times every hour; and, from the raised tracks of the Docklands Light Railway (DLR), the changing scene of Stepney, Limehouse and Poplar opens up like a fairground peepshow. Or so it seems. But the East End is something greater than a panoramic view from a DLR carriage window. Well north of the tracks, there are still alleys as shabby as in Jack London’s time; and many East Enders prefer to seek fresh air for their lungs in Victoria Park rather than from the vast building sites along the Thames. Confusion over the precise borders of the East End is as great as ever: newspapers have, before now, annexed to it Barkingside, Romford and Upminster, which is like extending the West End to Heathrow or to Ruislip. This book, however, confines the East End within traditional limits – the old Inner London Boroughs of Hackney and Tower Hamlets, together with the western fringe areas of Hoxton and Shoreditch and the dockland overflow into West Ham and East Ham during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


Perhaps I may claim to be an East Ender by proxy. I was born and spent my childhood in Ilford, a few miles across the old Essex border. But I used often to travel up to Liverpool Street, Aldgate and Fenchurch Street; a 101 bus ride from Manor Park down to the Woolwich Ferry was a great delight, surpassed only by a river trip. The East End of the 1930s comes vividly to mind: the smell compounded of breweries, railway smoke, sweet factories and soap works; the sound of trams and ships’ sirens; the sight of brightly coloured funnels and mastheads, a towering backcloth behind cobbled streets of terraced houses. I remember looking down from the top deck of a tram on Fascist rowdies as they jostled their way up Mile End Road; and I sense once again the excitement of wondering how the Mauretania would edge her way unscathed into King George V Dock on that August evening just before the Second World War. Like so many thousands of other Londoners, I remember, too, a Saturday afternoon thirteen months later, shortly before my fourteenth birthday. I was returning with my father from Barking Park and, at the bus-stop outside Ilford station, we watched massed formations of Heinkels and Dorniers heading up river, as ominously impressive as in a ceremonial fly-past.


Around us, in my boyhood, were many relatives and friends who had moved out from east London; a few continued to work there. My mother’s father had come to London from Devon to a desk job at the British & Foreign Wharf in 1872; he was still there half a century later. After his retirement he took me to visit the Wharf in 1934 and I recall clearly the unloading of casks of wine from a ship newly in from Bordeaux. My grandfather had tales of the great Dock Strike and the building of Tower Bridge. His brother, born before the Crimean War and outlasting Hitler’s, worked in Wapping while the traditional excursion to Fairlop Fair was still a great occasion each summer; he was already a regular worshipper at St Anne’s, Limehouse, when Blomfield gave the church its late Victorian face-lift. From my father, too, I learnt much about the East End, for he taught for many years at evening classes, and I remember going with him to social events in Stepney in those last two winters of peace.


During 1987–8, and again in recent months, I have revisited many parts of the East End, sometimes as puzzled as Rip van Winkle by what I have found – that Aldgate subway rabbit warren, for example, from which I have yet to emerge at the exit I had intended. On contemplating those rapidly changing acres of Docklands and Spitalfields, I decided not to seek guidance by briefings from interested parties but to go around alone, for the most part by bus or on foot, looking and listening. Everyone to whom I talked was friendly and communicative. Subsequently I supplemented what I had heard and seen with a perusal of the local press.


Anyone reading this book will soon see the heavy debt which I owe to the numerous specialist studies and articles cited in ‘Notes on Sources’. In particular it has been my good fortune to have had the opportunity of reading the back numbers of three excellent periodicals: East London  Papers; East London Record; and The London Journal. William Fishman’s fascinating and evocative East End 1888 appeared after my book had gone to the printers; but, like everyone interested in late Victorian and Edwardian London, I have profited much from the vivid narrative and erudition of Professor Fishman’s earlier writings.


It is a pleasure to acknowledge gratefully the patient help I received in preparing the original edition of this book from the staff of the local history section at Tower Hamlets Central Library, Bancroft Road, particularly Mr Chris Lloyd. I would also like to thank, for their kind assistance in many different ways, Mr M. Bloch at the Newham Local Studies Library in Water Lane, Stratford, and the staffs of the Museum of London, the Public Record Office at Kew, the London Library, the Hulton Picture Library, and the Bodleian Library, Oxford, particularly Mrs Helen Rogers. At John Murray Ltd I have profited from the good counsel of Duncan McAra, Roger Hudson and their successors, and I am indebted to Dorothy Moir for designing the original book and jacket. Finally, I am extremely grateful to Mr Peter Ackroyd for the interesting and evocative Introduction he has written for the second edition of The East End.


I finished revising this book on the third anniversary of the funeral of my dear wife, Veronica, who had spent her childhood in a Forest Gate vicarage and received her schooling at the Ursuline Convent in Upton Lane. She compiled the original index, which I shall extend for this edition. Veronica’s memories of east London were of great help when, in 1988, we discussed the book as I wrote it. chapter by chapter, and I sorely miss her comments and assistance. Although we moved out to Oxfordshire thirty years ago, Veronica always saw herself as a Londoner, delighting in familiar sights and sounds whenever we went ‘up to town’. Like me, she would I am sure have welcomed the imminent return to London of corporate self-government, with its promise of cohesion and a renewed sense of purpose for a metropolis which remains, potentially, as fine and fair a city as any in the world.


 


ALAN PALMER


Woodstock, Oxfordshire
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Cream and Good Cherries





FROM the overhead walkway of Tower Bridge the view westwards is impressive. Along the north shore world-familiar landmarks – the Tower itself, the Custom House and old Billingsgate – brood beside the Upper Pool. A tidal current laps HMS Belfast, the Royal Navy’s largest cruiser, moored permanently in midstream. Half a mile up river London Bridge cuts the arc of the Thames in three-spanned elegance, a press of traffic nudging its way from the City to the Borough over concrete cantilevers. To the south skeletal brickwork among arched roads and railway viaducts threatens to create a regenerate suburb in historic Southward. To the north stands the Monument, a 202-foot column of Portland stone to ‘preserve the memory’ of the Great Fire. ‘Horrid to be so monstrous a way up in the air, so far above London and its spires,’ Boswell complained in 1762 after climbing to its balcony. But that was another London, its skyline refined by the genius of Wren. In today’s City the finance houses shoot up three times as high as the Monument; both column and spires are dwarfed by the clustered towers of capitalism around them.


Look eastwards from the walkway and the panorama is, as yet, less compelling on the eye. On the left bank of the river the severely modern Tower Hotel seems to prop up the World Trade Centre like a book-end; small boats sidle towards the lock of St Katharine’s yachting marina while, behind them, waterside Wapping has a mock-warehouse residential frontage, backed by the brick fortress of News International. The Thames flows on towards the sea, with the Lower Pool swinging southwards into Limehouse Reach and then around the peninsula facing Greenwich to the mouth of the River Lea and the pivotal gates of the flood-control barrier between Silvertown and Woolwich, seven miles by water from Tower Bridge. This sweep of river is visible from the walkway, even on a hazy day; so, too, on the right bank is the wooded hump of Shooters Hill and the high ground along the old route to Dover. But north of the Thames the land has long been featureless: mud-flats drained of sludge and dyked against the floods of a high tide. Now empty docks shine as oblongs of artificial lake, between embanked roads and railways; a few quayside cranes, once grouped like a line of gibbets, point skywards in isolation, mere museum-pieces dwarfed by the Canada Square Tower, the 800-foot monolith that dominates the Isle of Dogs. Among this architectural bric-à-brac the casual eye discerns the slim spire of St Paul’s, Shadwell, and the hollow lantern of a Hawksmoor church, still solidly serene. But it is hard to focus on particular buildings: yesterday’s packing-case flats spatter the bend of the river; tomorrow’s Metropolitan Water City falls into shape, a fast-changing concrete outline, spectral and speculative.


Half a century ago the panorama, away from the riverside itself, was dominated by a mass of tiled roofs, bluish grey or black, with pert, reddish clusters of chimneys half-hidden by a parapet of stonework continuous along a terrace. Here and there an austere housing barracks would throw into shadow the narrow courtways creeping between two-up-two-down homes in these back-to-back streets. But that was the scene before it was changed by the bombing and rocket onslaught in the Second World War. Even today gaps in the streets remain visible from a distance, as though the ground was pock-marked; and often, around Stepney Green or in Poplar, it is possible to trace in these empty spaces a line of house foundations. For archaeologists of the recent past these are the tragic artefacts of a war which imposed slum clearance brutally on the working class.


Purists contend that the heart of east London lies, not along the waterfront of the Lower Pool, but around Spitalfields, almost a mile north of the river. From these hugger-mugger alleys, on the fringe of the City, the silkweaving industry spread northwards and eastwards, attracting wave after wave of immigrants to a craft which promised a prosperity rarely attained by those who were apprenticed to its skills. Spitalfields does indeed remain quintessentially East End in character, even if City development trespasses across Bishopsgate. From Spital Square down to Whitechapel drab streets are boisterous with the competitive repartee of small trading, as market-stalls attract eagle-eyed bargain hunters from Britain and overseas. It is here that tourists thrill to a peculiar intimacy which cherishes a folk myth of murder. The visitor feels close to the East End of sinister legend; imaginative perception senses the dank miasma of a pea-souper, with trams pinioned in the murk, a muted trumpeting from river craft, and the muffled monotony of fog signals detonated along the railway tracks.


But this gas-lit nursery of crime and mayhem belongs to relatively modern times, when Whitechapel and Bethnal Green were the poorest quarters of an imperial metropolis. There was an ‘east end’ to London long before mid-Victorian concern over sweated labour and the more noxious aspects of an industrial revolution thrust the area into a collective identity which merited the use of initial capital letters.


No government would be so rash as to give the East End local administrative unity, not least because no one can draw its boundaries with definitive precision on a map. But inevitably the districts between Aldgate, Shoreditch and the River Lea have at times been associated with each other in convenient cohesion. When in 1965 Bethnal Green, Poplar and Stepney united to form the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, they were reviving after a lapse of half a century a name rich with past associations. Originally it had a military connotation, for under Mary Tudor, Elizabeth I and James I the men of the villages east of the City were required to fulfil militia duties when called out by the Lieutenant-Governor of the Tower of London. But there remains some confusion over what districts were liable to render this service; in 1720 the great antiquary John Strype – rector of Leyton for an improbable sixty-eight years – listed as many as twenty-one Tower Hamlets, over an area far larger than the modern London Borough, from prosperous Hackney village in the north down to riverside settlements as far east as Blackwall and the Middlesex county boundary along the Lea. Strype’s list covers the East End at its fullest extent, until in the present century it overspilt into metropolitan Essex.


In one sense, however, the name Tower Hamlets distorts history. No doubt to the Tudors and early Stuarts it seemed as if the palace-fortress built beyond London’s walls by Norman kings to awe a conquered people continued to overshadow the lives of their subjects, just as the great keep of the Bastille stood guard over Paris. Yet, apart from the militia duties imposed in the sixteenth century, the Tower of London made little mark on the day-to-day existence of the folk who lived east of the City. For them, throughout the Middle Ages and the earliest years of Reformation, the dominant influence was not some secular authority but their greatest landowner, the Church.


Half a mile inland from the Thames, at the top curve of Limehouse Reach, is a bluff of slightly higher ground where there rises, quiet and secluded in its graveyard, the Perpendicular tower of St Dunstan & All Saints, Stepney. Historically no building has a better claim to be the heart of the East End, for this church – basically fifteenth-century, with a facelift in the 1870s – stands on the site of the earliest Christian settlement above the marshlands east of London. Today’s worshippers may still see, on the east wall behind the altar, a carving of the crucifixion, Saxon in origin and going back a thousand years, to the time when it is said that the formidable Dunstan of Glastonbury, in his brief months as Bishop of London, replaced the wooden fabric of All the Saints, Stebeunhithe, with good solid stonework. For four centuries this building, which incorporated Dunstan’s name in its dedication after he was canonised in 1029, was mother church for all Middlesex between the River Lea and the Tower, a huge ecclesiastical district divided by the beginning of the twentieth century into no less than sixty-six parishes. Most of this land had a further link with Dunstan and his successors, for from Saxon times until the 1550s the Bishops of London were Lords of the Manor of Stepney, with their principal hall a hunting lodge in Bethnal Green to the north of the lane to Old Ford. The woodland around the hall brought good profits to the See of London from the Domesday survey down to the early years of Henry VIII; aldermen and sheriffs were entertained at Bethnal Green with ordered magnificence by a succession of Church dignitaries; and there was stag-hunting on the higher ground from Hackney to the Lea. The bishops, however, recognised their social responsibilities, making certain, for example, that the leper hospital in the wasteland of Mile End was efficiently run. Like other seignorial landlords in southern England, by the early fifteenth century they had sold or leased out to farmers many of the broad, open fields characteristic of their estate. The Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral acquired some 15 acres around Shadwell, much of it marshland when it was granted to them by a thirteenth-century bishop. But while that sound Protestant, Bishop Nicholas Ridley, felt obliged to surrender to the Crown what remained of the episcopal demesne in Stepney, the Dean and Chapter held on to their property tenaciously, right into the twentieth century. Today the London Chest Hospital stands on the site of the bishops’ hall, in a road off Bishop’s Way and named after Edmund Bonner, the last manorial prelate.


Evocative street-names also recall vanished abbeys, priories and convents around the fringe of Stepney Manor. Several clustered close to the eastern wall of the City, such as the Minoresses of the Abbey of St Clare, whose nunnery at Aldgate gave its name, in corrupted form, to the Minories. No trace remains of the largest and most prosperous of the abbeys, Holy Trinity Priory, Aldgate, which owned a manor in Bromley, but Spital Square and Spital Yard cover the precincts of an Augustinian house established while Richard I was crusading in the Holy Land and dedicated to St Mary. By 1235 this hospital of Augustinian canons was so well known that the house was refounded as the Priory of St Mary Spital, its surrounding meadows called Spitalfields long after the last canons surrendered their property to Henry VIII.


Another hospital for the poor survived the dissolution of the monasteries largely because for centuries it had enjoyed royal protection as a dowry of the queens of England; St Katharine-by-the-Tower was set up by the wife of King Stephen on 13 acres to the east of the forbidding fortress, its lands and tenants acquiring special trading privileges and remaining outside the jurisdiction of either the City or the Bishop of London. Some 500 yards to the north and only slightly farther south-east of the ‘Poor Clares’ was the abbey of St Mary Graces, founded by Edward III in 1350; briefly it was known as ‘Eastminster’, as if to challenge the primacy of London’s famous royal abbey, three miles downstream. But, while Westminster was a Benedictine house, the monks of St Mary Graces were Cistercians, and their main achievement was to use their agricultural skills to drain the alluvial deposits on lands of the abbey’s manor in Poplar, seeking to turn them into rich pasture. Some of the Church lands were held by more distant religious houses – even the Augustinian abbey of St Osyth, sixty miles away on the Essex coast – and that mighty crusading military order, the Knights Templar, had a manor in Hackney and mills on the River Lea.


Closer at hand, the Cistercians across the Lea at Stratford Langthorne were pioneers at flood prevention in the marshes of West Ham and assumed responsibility for the Bow causeway, built on the orders of Henry I’s queen after she had been accidentally ‘well washed in the waters’ of Old Ford on a journey to the great Benedictine nunnery at Barking, of which she became Abbess. South of Bow Bridge, at Bromley St Leonard, was a Benedictine convent, less prosperous than Barking although owning two water-mills along the Lea and, like several other religious houses, benefiting from the fisheries and osier beds of the river. Saint Leonard’s was once a peaceful retreat house for royalty but there is little quiet in today’s Priory Road and St Leonard’s Street, which run parallel to the Blackwall Tunnel approach route; only street-names and a corner clump of churchyard rescue from oblivion the nunnery where Chaucer’s Madame Eglantyne acquired her French, ‘after the scole of Stratford atte Bowe’.


To linger in this way over a phantom past is tempting but uninstructive; the predominance of Church land in what was to become the East End has a historical significance more important than any romanticised association of place-names. For the intrusion of monastic property so close to the City cramped the development of suburbs, postponing the eastward spread of London until after the Crown dissolved the monasteries and accepted the surrender by Bishop Ridley of the diocesan manors. The villages in south-eastern Middlesex during the later Middle Ages grew up with a parish church as their nucleus, Stepney with St Dunstan’s, Hackney (from about 1300) around St Augustine’s, and Whitechapel deriving its name from a small chapel of ease dedicated to St Mary and achieving parochial status in the late thirteenth century. Each community had small traders, operating free from the restrictive practices imposed by guilds within the City itself. As soon as the Church estates went up for sale in the mid-sixteenth century the eastern approaches to London experienced the greatest land revolution they had as yet known. Social climbers, from Court and City, scrambled for advantage.


This new social order brought the fringe villages rapidly into London’s commercial life, not least because they still remained too far outside the walls to fall within the monopolistic grasp of the livery companies or other corporate authorities. Significantly the road from Essex across Bow Bridge was paved at its western end through Whitechapel to Aldgate in 1542, just two years after the last abbey surrendered to the Crown. Brewers, butchers, fruiterers, bakers and inn-keepers flourished; and so did metalwork, the earliest of those ‘nuisance trades’ considered too socially disruptive for crowded city streets. Already around Spitalfields weavers were building up a textile industry; Protestant refugees, many of them Dutch or Flemish, were introducing new skills. Not all good, true English labourers welcomed their presence.


A clause in the Dissolution of the Lesser Religious Houses Act of 1536 stipulated that future owners or lessees should ‘occupy yearly as much of the same demesnes in ploughing and tillage of husbandry’ as had the monks or their farmers over the past two decades. So, to some extent they did, at first. The great antiquarian John Stow, who lived near Aldgate for over seventy years before he completed his Survey of London in 1598, recounts what happened to the farmland now covered by Leman Street and Prescott Street, off the Minories: he describes how land belonging to the Poor Clares’ nunnery – ‘at the which farm I myself in my youth have fetched many a halfpenny worth of milk … always hot from the kine’ – passed into the hands of Farmer Goodman, who kept thirty or forty cows there, but whose son ‘being heir to his father’s purchase, let out the ground for the grazing of horses, and then for garden-plots, and lived like a gentleman thereby’. Stow’s unfailing sense of right and wrong often led him to denounce ‘bad and greedy men of spoil’: there were, for example, the brothers Owens who ‘about the latter reign of Henry VIII’ enclosed a field that had belonged to Holy Trinity Priory, Aldgate. There they built a gun-factory and attracted to the area ‘divers others’ who appear to have evicted ‘poor bed-ridden people’ from the ‘homely cottages’ where, before the dissolution, they had been comfortably maintained with ‘charitable alms’. It is a familiar tale; the sad theme, varying in intensity, recurs many times during enterprising capitalism’s onward march through the Tower Hamlets1.


Poor Stow, out of humour with the ‘scoffing, respectless and unthankful age’ in which he wrote, anticipated gloomily the rapid spread of the ‘continual building throughout’ that he had seen in the past forty years; the lanes, stiles and hedgerows he knew would soon be gone, he feared. But Stow was unduly pessimistic. Not until the beginning of the following century did the houses go up where Goodman had kept his cows; the last acres of Goodman’s Fields, long used as a place where woven cloth could be stretched to dry evenly, became building plots only when the first smuts of railway grime came to the district, with the opening of Fenchurch Street Station. Even in the 1660s, after the Civil War, Londoners had reason to be thankful that the property rights of the medieval Church had kept the countryside so near their walls.


For Samuel Pepys, who as Clerk of the King’s Ships lived close to the Navy Office in the City, the fields and gardens beyond Bishopsgate and Aldgate held a promise of rural peace, little more than a mile from his home in Seething Lane. ‘With my wife only to take the ayre, it being very warm and pleasant,’ he wrote in his diary for 1664, on the second Saturday of June. ‘To Bowe and Old Ford: and thence to Hackney. There light, and played at shuffle-board, eat cream and good cherries: and so with refreshment home.’ This seven-mile excursion into the neighbouring countryside was popular with Londoners in Restoration England. John Stow would not have shared their delight; a century before there had been farms behind the white chapel of St Mary’s, ‘fair hedge rows of elm trees’ where the market-stalls of Petticoat Lane now stand, and common land stretched northwards to the Bishop’s hunting lodge at Bethnal Green. But tall elms still cast their islands of shadow over the quiet lanes off Mile End Common in Pepys’s time and a windmill in Whitechapel would catch upriver gusts in its sails. There were, indeed, rubbish heaps on the road to Stepney and ribbon development had brought more cottages to the highway along which Will Kempe set out to dance his Morris to Norwich in the first February of the century; but there were good country smells as St Mary’s, Bow, came in sight, for the village was dependent on unloading grain brought down the River Lea from Hertfordshire.


When Pepys reached the Lea he liked to turn northwards and seek the garden fragrance of Old Ford and Hackney, ‘which I every day grow more and more in love with’, as he wrote in midsummer in 1666. City worthies who did not wish to retire to the northern heights found the gentle slope up to Bethnal Green and Hackney acceptable and settled readily for an out-of-town country home within half an hour’s ride of the Royal Exchange. Thus the hemp merchant, Sir William Rider, purchased Kirby Castle, an Elizabethan house facing westwards across Bethnal Green, within a month of Charles II’s restoration to the throne and Pepys dined there in June 1663: ‘A fine merry walk with the ladies alone after dinner in the garden; the greatest quantity of strawberrys I ever saw, and good,’ he duly noted. Three years later, on the second night that the Great Fire raged through London, Pepys was back at Rider’s mansion, hurrying there in his nightgown and trundling a borrowed cart filled with personal treasures, including the diary: he was not alone in making that journey eastwards from the City for everyone knew that, whatever way the flames might jump, the gentry’s homes outside the walls lay safe in rural isolation. So quiet was Rider’s garden that, on a June evening in 1667, the sound of distant gunfire could be heard at Bethnal Green and nowhere else in London; and it was from Sir William’s servants that Pepys and the Navy Board, less than two miles away in Seething Lane, were alerted to the menace of a Dutch fleet in the Thames Estuary2.


Yet, delightful though Pepys and his friends found the rural surroundings of Hackney and Old Ford, the eastern fringe of Middlesex as a whole was no arcadia in the later seventeenth century. There were workshops to service shipping along the reclaimed land beside the Thames and the outlying villages, overcrowded and lacking sanitation, were prone to epidemics. In 1603 the bubonic plague, which may have killed a fifth of the population of London, was said to have spread from Stepney, where 2228 deaths were reported, mostly among the families of seamen or those who serviced ships; and, although the different strain in the Great Plague of 1665 was first identified to the north-west of the City, it soon spread through Whitechapel and out to Bow and beyond. Even in plague years the good air of Hackney and Bethnal Green reputedly made them healthier places in which to live.


To Pepys the highway from Whitechapel across Mile End Common was a social demarcation line: cakes and ale and the delights of ‘good refreshment’ lay to the north, but to the south was all the bustle and industry of seamanship: houses of sea captains; homes of less distinguished mariners; ropeyards and victualling stores to keep merchantmen and warships on the oceans for many months. In 1664, the year in which Pepys and his wife enjoyed the ‘cream and good cherries’ of Hackney, there were 14,185 households living in the Tower Hamlets: of these households 2482 lived in Whitechapel, 8292 in the riverside hamlets east of the Tower down to Blackwall and only 217 in Bethnal Green and 175 in Bow and Old Ford. The densest housing was in what Stow called ‘the precinct of St Katharine’, virtually in the shadow of the Tower, where there were forty households to an acre. By contrast there was an average of three acres to a household in Bethnal Green and five acres to one in Bow and Old Ford3.


Later research pushes back in time this north-south social division across eastern Middlesex. Ships were built in Stepney parish in the fourteenth century, during the Hundred Years War, although not until the last decade of the following century, when Henry VII was encouraging overseas trade, did ship-repairing develop on a large scale. In Henry VIII’s reign riverside hamlets expanded rapidly to meet the needs of seafarers. His ill-fated Mary Rose was fitted out at Blackwall, requiring the ‘dykinge and castyne’ of a special dock for shipwrights to work aboard her; and the Henri Grace Dieu was moored there, too, fifty-four mariners being boarded in Poplar to make sails for her4. When, late in Henry VIII’s reign, the Dutch refugee Cornelius Vanderdelft completed draining Wapping marshes, a walled embankment was constructed along the waterside from Wapping itself through to Shadwell, where there were smithies and roperies. This ‘Wapping Wall’ was some 10 feet above the drained marshland and was kept in repair by those who lived in ramshackle wooden houses beside the river. A straighter highway, flanked in Stow’s later years by rickety tenements certain of notoriety as soon as they went up, ran from St Katharine’s to the south of St Dunstan’s, Stepney, where a layer of reddish gravel beside a river landing-place had given the name Ratcliff (red cliff) to a thriving sea-trading community. The highway continued eastwards to Limehouse, the hamlet where lime burning served London’s building trade since Edward III’s reign, and on along a causeway, past the windswept empty fenland of the Isle of Dogs to the mouth of the Lea, at Blackwall, the most easterly riverside hamlet. All these villages, dependent on maritime initiative for their livelihood, were of constant concern to the Clerk of the King’s Ships and there are many references to them in his diary.


‘By coach to Captain Marshe’s at Limehouse, to a home that hath been their ancestors for this 250 years, close by the limehouse which gives its name to the place’, Pepys recorded on 19 October 1661; ‘Here they have a design to get the King to hire a dock for the herring busses for herring fishing’. In December of the following year he was back at Limehouse to inspect the first two of these twin-masted broad-beamed smacks. For Pepys there was a succession of these professional visits to the riverside hamlets: to Whitehorse Lane, Stepney, and to Ratcliff for meetings of Trinity House, the guild of mariners of which Pepys was twice the Master; often to Ratcliff Cross Stairs to take a ferry across to Deptford, where King Charles’s yacht was built, or to the royal dockyard at Woolwich, whose maladministration so perplexed him. On several occasions he went down to Blackwall where the East India Company had constructed the earliest of their fitting-out docks to shelter and prepare vessels for long voyages out to the Malay archipelago and the coast of Coromandel. Pepys was there in those mild January days of 1661 (‘the rose bushes full of leaves’) to admire the company’s ‘brave new merchantman’ Royal Oak: she was, as he duly noted, wrecked four years later off the Scilly Isles, bound for Blackwall Reach from Bantam with a rich cargo from Java. In July 1664 he wrote warmly of the East India Company’s fine storehouses and good dock, just as two months later he thought George Margett’s ropeyard at Limehouse ‘Very fine’. He would travel down by coach or by water, sometimes coming by ferry from Greenwich to go on foot back along Wapping Wall and across Tower Hill into the City; we read of a hot Saturday in August 1663, spent ‘in the King’s service’ at the dockyards south of the river when Pepys landed at Wapping and ‘walked home, weary enough, walking over the stones’. Occasionally he gave detailed attention to technical skills: in February 1665, for example, he was at Limehouse to judge the effectiveness of the special stoves which, with their slow heat, made yarn waterproof; or he would visit Wapping to see draughtsmen at work on the plates from which the King’s maps and charts were printed. He held the craftsmanship of the riverside hamlets in high esteem and, when he wanted a carved head shaped for his vial, it was to a marine carpenter in Wapping that he turned for service5.


Already, however, there was a dark side to life along the north shore of Limehouse Reach and the Pool. The tenements in St Katharine’s precinct and off the Highway teemed with vermin and smelt evilly. Sanitation – primitive enough in London as a whole – was virtually nonexistent, for privileges said to date from the centuries of monastic rule allegedly exempted property owners from regulations which controlled buildings within the City. Almost inevitably, lodging houses for mariners seeking their next vessel or waiting for new sails and ropes became brothels; poor and irregular pay encouraged crime in a fast-growing community which multiplied four times over between the death of John Stow in 1605 and the death of Samuel Pepys in 1705. Locally brewed ale flowed readily to seamen and watermen in funds: a recent estimate suggests there were forty-four taverns for some 700 houses in mid-century Shadwell alone6. Moreover the craftsmen whom Pepys visited in Wapping were the gifted few among riverside labourers robustly defiant of authority. The sheriffs suspected that troublemakers found sanctuary amid the chandlers, bakers, shipwrights and seamen; and the Wapping mob was so easily swayed by the anti-papist demagoguery of the Duke of Monmouth’s supporters that, in 1682, they figured prominently in the Earl of Shaftesbury’s abortive plans for a Protestant coup. Seamen’s wives from Wapping and Shadwell would shout abuse at Sir William Batten, the Surveyor of the Navy Board; and on at least one occasion the Captain-Commandant of His Majesty’s Life Guards had to police Wapping with his troops to quell disturbances there – ‘which’, Pepys noted, ‘is a thing of infinite disgrace to us’7.


Perhaps Pepys – and the King’s counsellors, for that matter – exaggerated the danger. Wapping was the home of London’s ribald watermen, whose swift-moving wherries gave the Thames a taxi service. They were jealous of their rights, notoriously suspicious of any entrepreneur who might limit their trade by building a second bridge for London, and ready to demonstrate alongside seamen with a grievance. Written promises of payment rather than the chink of good money were enough to spark off mutinous protests. ‘Upon Tower Hill saw about 300 or 400 seamen get together,’ Pepys recorded six days before the first Christmas after the Great Fire ‘and one standing upon a pile of bricks made his sign with his handkercher upon his stick, and called all the rest to him, and several shouts they gave. This made me afraid; so I got home as fast as I could.’


Over the following three centuries many others enjoying the cream and good cherries of comfortable living would catch a distant rumble of radical thunder from the East End streets and, like Mr Pepys, run for cover.




Notes


This chapter owes much to Millicent Rose’s The East End of London (London, 1951) and to the sections on the religious houses of eastern Middlesex in Volume 1 of the Victoria County History of Middlesex (London, 1971), particularly the entry on St Leonard’s, Bromley by Bow (pp. 156–9) by H. P. King.
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Suburbs – or Powder Kegs of Revolt?





BY THE time of Pepys’s death, in the second year of Queen Anne’s reign, London had overtaken Paris as the most populous city in Europe. Some 600,000 people – one in ten of the population – lived in the capital and its outer fringe of villages, twenty times as many as in Bristol, the country’s second largest town, and three times as many as a hundred years before. London, John Strype could write proudly in 1720, was ‘the Metropolis and Glory of the Kingdom’; even those districts which the indefatigable antiquarian knew best, the hamlets east of the Tower, appeared to him to enjoy plenty, ‘with wealth the crown of all’1. The early eighteenth century was an age of prosperous urban expansion and, with Chelsea and Marylebone creeping closer to the seat of sovereignty as satellites of Westminster, there was every reason to assume that the old manors of Hackney and Stepney, too, were becoming residential suburbs, serving the bankers and merchants of the City.
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