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  ‘I was delighted, as usual, by Liza Picard’s Victorian London, the fourth of her grand series on life in the capital’




  Jan Morris, Observer
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  Adam Newey, Guardian
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  ‘The fourth in a quartet of vividly evocative books about the city over several centuries . . . it is the tiny detail – the price of a bucket of coal or the mention

  of the pittance earned in a week by an eight-year-old girl selling watercress – that captures her imagination and makes her books such a colourful evocation of each period. Victorian

  London is a case in point. She begins with a chapter on the provocative subject of smell, addressing the reader directly . . . “Think of the worst smell you have ever met. Now imagine

  what it was like to have that in your nostrils all day and all night, all over London – but it was worse than that” ’




  Vanessa Berridge, The Lady




  ‘Liza Picard’s knowledgeable and hugely entertaining surveys of the Smoke’s history’




  BBC History magazine




  ‘She has an insatiable curiosity that leads her to explore all sorts of fascinating by-ways. Nothing is beyond her enquiring notice . . . Picard embellishes her general

  comments with just the right amount of relevant detail’
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  ‘Picard writes with a dedicated compassion and a questioning curiosity lightened by her dry humour’




  Good Book Guide




  







  [image: ]




  







 


 


 


 




  List of Illustrations


  

   


 


 


 




  

    

      The pumping station at Crossness (Illustrated London News)




      Paddle steamers near Southwark Bridge (Bridgeman Art Library)




      Morning rush-hour at London Bridge (G.A. Sala, Twice Round the Clock)




      Warehouse fire in Bermondsey (Guildhall Library, Corporation of London)




      Map of Bazalgette’s sewers (Bridgeman Art Library)




      Omnibus with individual compartments (Illustrated London News)




      Hansom cabs waiting for passengers (Hulton Getty)




      An 1860s omnibus (Hulton Getty)




      A velocipede (A.R. Bennett, London in the 1850s and 60s)




      Three classes of railway travel (Illustrated London News)




      A traffic jam at Ludgate Hill (Weidenfeld Archives)




      Parnell House, Bloomsbury (The Peabody Trust)




      Prince Albert’s model flats (Weidenfeld Archives)




      A hip bath (Mary Evans Picture Library)




      1850s bath with shower (Lawrence Wright, Clean and Decent)




      The Revd Moule’s earth closet (Wright, Clean and Decent)




      An 1851 map of London (Peter Jackson Collection)




      Victorian terraced houses in Hackney (Hackney Archives Department)




      Early Victorian houses in St John’s Wood (Collections/Eric Lewis)




      An 1860s terrace in Kensington (A.F. Kersting)




      Smithfield Market in 1855 (Mary Evans Picture Library)




      Smithfield Market in 1870 (Hulton Getty)




      Waiting for admission to a casual ward (Bridgeman Art Library)




      A milk woman (Munby Collection, Trinity College Library, Cambridge)




      A maid lighting a kitchen range (Mary Evans Picture Library)




      Servant girls (Munby Collection, Trinity College Library, Cambridge)




      Dress-makers working in the early hours (Mary Evans Picture Library)




      Crinolines in the mid-1860s




      A ball at Buckingham Palace (Bridgeman Art Library)




      Rotten Row: society on horseback (Bridgeman Art Library)




      The courtyard of the Reform Club (Collections/John Vere Brown)




      Petticoat Lane market (Weidenfeld Archives)




      An outpatients’ clinic (Mary Evans Picture Library)




      Rat-catching at the Blue Anchor Tavern (Bridgeman Art Library)




      The Alhambra music hall (Guildhall Library, Corporation of London)




      Interior of the Great Exhibition (Bridgeman Art Library)




      The 80-blade knife (Weidenfeld Archives)




      Prehistoric animals in Sydenham (J.R. Piggott)




      The Crystal Palace at Sydenham (J.R. Piggott)




      The 1936 fire (Michael Gilbert)




      The exercise yard at Pentonville Prison (Bridgeman Art Library)




      Prisoners picking oakum (Mary Evans Picture Library)




      Women prisoners in Brixton Prison (Bridgeman Art Library)




      A Ragged School (Hulton Getty)




      Mutes outside a middle-class home (Mary Evans Picture Library)


    


  




  







 


 


 


 


  
Preface



 


 


 


 


  

  Isabella Beeton began her Book of Household Management: ‘I must frankly own, that if I had known, beforehand, that this book would have cost me the labour which

  it has, I should never have been courageous enough to commence it.’ Give or take a few commas, I feel much the same. Yet it has been fun, uncovering the ‘real’ Victorians, or

  trying to. So much was written about them in their own time, and so much has been written since. Where to draw the line? What kind of line, come to that? Journalists make their living through vivid

  reportage; just how accurate were the Victorian journalists? Anyway, are we not entitled to adopt their viewpoint, so as to see as their readers saw?




  The best evidence would be an unbiased account by someone who was there, and had no axe to grind, but they are few and far between. Friedrich Engels was in London for a few weeks between

  November 1842 and August 1844, but he had a very definite axe to grind: the appalling condition of the working class in England, which should if properly understood lead to a

  revolution.1 It didn’t, quite, and most of Engels’ work concerned Manchester, where he was looking after his father’s cotton industry

  interests like the good bourgeois son he was; but he did try to understand the working men of his time. As he put it, ‘I forsook the company and the dinner-parties, the port wine and

  champagne of the middle classes and devoted my leisure hours almost exclusively to the intercourse with plain working men.’ What the plain working men made of him is not on record.




  Flora Tristan was another foreign visitor with a mission, in her case to denigrate the aristocracy.2 This was understandable when you know her life

  story. Her father, a wealthy Spanish-Peruvian nobleman, had married her mother, a French émigrée, in Spain. They settled in Paris, and lived the well-padded life of the aristocracy

  until he died, his property was confiscated by the French government, and Flora discovered that she was illegitimate, because her father had never got round to marrying her mother in a civil

  marriage as the law required. She was reduced to earning her own living by writing, at which she was triumphantly successful, becoming known for her feminist and egalitarian views. I have included

  excerpts from her Promenades dans Londres, published in 1842, although the Promenades described the London she last visited in 1839; I have assumed that the English aristocracy

  went on disgracing itself as she described.




  Hippolyte Taine was a French savant, scholar, philosopher and teacher, who visited England in 1859, 1862 and 1871.3 His Notes on England are

  good value. How can one fail to sympathise with his account of a wet Sunday in London: ‘the aspect of a vast and well-kept graveyard’. Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne contributed

  sidelights, even Dostoevsky was here and wrote about it.




  An incomparable source of objective reporting has recently become available: Heather Creaton’s Unpublished London Diaries, published in 2003. I regret not having had the time to

  read all the ones which concern mid-Victorian London. I recommend them to anyone who shares my love of London social history. There are many published first-hand accounts of Victorian life, from

  Queen Victoria’s own letters to Thomas Wright’s Some Habits and Customs of the Working Classes, published in 1867. He was one of the founders of the Amalgamated Society of

  Engineers. There are biographies and autobiographies of many famous Victorians, and collections of their letters. It would be otiose to list them here; they are fully referenced in the text.




  Henry Mayhew towers above his contemporaries as a source of information on how the poor of London lived. He was one of the seventeen children of a London solicitor. In 1841, with two other men,

  he founded Punch, mocking the lives of the affluent classes. To salve his conscience perhaps, or to tap another readership, he began a series of articles, mostly for The Morning

  Chronicle, about the myriad ways of scraping an honest livelihood in the lower depths of Victorian London. Most of these articles were published in three volumes, in 1851, as London Labour

  and the London Poor. In 1861 a revised edition was published, with a fourth ‘additional’ volume concentrating on the criminal underworld. This is the edition I used. Not all his

  articles were included in London Labour; they can be found in The Unknown Mayhew – Selections from the Morning Chronicle 1849–50, edited by E. P. Thompson and Eileen

  Yeo and published in London in 1971. In 1862 Mayhew began another book, The Criminal Prisons of London and Scenes of Prison Life, but he was beginning to run out of steam by then and that

  book was completed by John Binny. Mayhew’s technique was to interleave his verbatim reporting of the poor people he interviewed, with paragraphs of statistics. His people are completely

  convincing, although sometimes one wonders just how typical they were, despite his assurance that ‘I seek for no extreme cases.’ His figures are not always so convincing, but they are

  certainly impressive. The ineluctable conclusion from his figures for the earnings of poor needlewomen producing the elaborate gowns of the Victorian rich – that they could not live on their

  earnings and were driven to prostitution – shocked society.




  Gustave Doré’s pictures of the poor districts of London are well known, but I had not realised that they were the illustrations to a book – London – produced

  with a journalist, Blanchard Jerrold, in 1872. Jerrold’s text deserves more attention. There were also many earlier descriptions, handbooks and guides to London, aimed at the tourists

  arriving in London in 1851 for the Great Exhibition. There were maps of London, of very varying reliability, except for the magnificent Library Map of London and its Suburbs published by

  Stanford in 1862.4 Many a happy hour could be spent, with a good magnifying glass, examining the astonishing amount of detail it shows.




  Punch and The Illustrated London News began their long lives in 1841 and 1842. There were many other illustrated periodicals and newspapers around.




  By now, if you are still with me, you must be dreading a quick run through Victorian novelists, foremost in their ranks Charles Dickens, with Anthony Trollope hard on his heels. You are saved. I

  took an authorial decision at a very early stage: no novels, no poems. Otherwise I would never have finished, and my efforts would have been dwarfed by erudite scholars of Victorian literature.




  Another decision I took was that this book would cover only the first half of Victoria’s reign, 1840–70. These are arbitrary dates, chosen in the hope of limiting the book to a

  manageable compass for reader and writer.




  Archivists, librarians and curators are unfailingly helpful and patient: is this a qualification for entry into their profession or an acquired trait? I have acknowledged with gratitude the many

  occasions when I drew on their knowledge, in the notes to the relevant chapters. I hope they do not feel undervalued if I do not list them here.
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  Now I would like to thank everyone who has seen me through Victorian London: my friends, who have disguised their feelings when every conversation with me began

  ‘The Victorians . . .’. Henrietta Wilson, whose keen and well-stored mind constantly inspired me. My son John, who made time in an exceedingly busy professional life to save me from

  some remarkable medical howlers. My friend and neighbour Peter Stalker, for his patience with my computer-generated chaos and his skill in disentangling it, which have put me, almost, to shame. (It

  was Chapter 3 that I lost irretrievably. He was abroad at the time.) My dear editor, Benjamin Buchan, whose gentle, percipient guidance and encouragement have kept me on the straight and narrow

  path when I was tempted to despair. And Ms Lawik of the London Library, for her unending patience with my abstruse requests, and her skill in discovering in the recesses of that astonishing

  institution books that I did not know existed, and relished when they arrived.




  Thank you.




   




  Liza Picard




  Oxford




  February 2005




  







   


 


 


 



CHAPTER 1





  Smells
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  Cesspits • sewers • excrement • burial grounds • coal gas • slums • Bermondsey •

  water closets • the Great Stink • Bazalgette’s intercepting sewers • Abbey Mills pumping station • the royal

  inauguration • the salmon




   




  A writer can use words to describe a scene. A painter can paint it. A musician, and a sound-effect studio, can reproduce to some extent the sounds of the past. But that most

  potent of senses, smell, has no vocabulary. Allied with memory, it can evoke an individual’s past as no other sense can. But without the help of memory, when it has to act alone, how can it

  summon the past? There are only words to describe the smells of the past. Which is why this book begins in the way it does.




  Think of the worst smell you have ever met. Now imagine what it was like to have that in your nostrils all day and all night, all over London. But it was worse than that. Every stinking breath

  was dangerous. Miasma, bad air, or as the Italians called it, mal aria, brought disease. Florence Nightingale firmly believed so, and designed her new hospital of St Thomas’s in

  separate blocks with airy verandahs, so that hospital stinks could not accumulate in the wards and poison the patients.




  The Thames stank. The main ingredient was human waste. In previous centuries the Thames really did ‘run sweetly’, and salmon and swans flourished in it. Human

  excrement was sold as useful fertiliser to the nursery gardens and farms outside London, by the night-soil men who emptied the cesspits.1 Sometimes chamber

  pots were upended out of windows on to luckless passers-by, or on to the streets, their contents adding to the rich mix of dead dogs, horse and cattle manure, rotting vegetables. The rain washed

  most of it away into the Thames. There were indeed sewers, but they were restricted to surface water only, and it was an offence to run the excrement of your household into them.




  Then London changed. By 1841 the census counted 1,945,000 people in London, and probably more if you include the shadowy ones who always evade officialdom. There were 200,000

  cesspits,2 full and overflowing. The night-soil men charged a shilling to empty each one, which many people grudged. In the old parts of London the houses

  teetered above brimming lakes of filth. The sewers could no longer deal with the surface refuse, and they fractured and overflowed. A concerned citizen wrote to the Home Office in 1840 urging

  action to improve the drainage of Pimlico, where ‘there is scarcely any drainage or sewerage and where the gullies are all open, and are filled a foot or more deep with sand, vegetable offal

  and garbage, from whence there arises a most horrible stench generating malaria and fever, and all this as the crow flies within 100 yards of Buckingham Palace’. The letter was laconically

  endorsed by the Master of the Royal Household – ‘substantially correct’3 – but he saw no need for action.




  In 1843 the Surveyor of the Sewers in Holborn and Finsbury, where there were 98 miles of covered sewers and no access to the Thames, reported that ‘in a large proportion of the covered

  sewers the accumulation of foul deposit has remained for many years in a state of fermentation, being the cause of much disagreeable and unhealthy effluvia . . . the remedy . . . was by raising the

  substance in buckets, to be emptied in the street and afterwards carted away’, an operation to be avoided by those with delicate noses.4 Sometimes,

  but not always, the sewer itself could be enlarged to cope with the increased flow. In 1849 the sewer running under Fleet Street was reconstructed at a deeper level, with

  greater capacity, blocking almost the whole of this vital thoroughfare while the work was done. There was a sewer in Westminster – then a slum district despite the grand Palace of Westminster

  – from which, according to a survey in 1849, a ‘sickening smell escapes into the houses and yards that drain into it’.5




  In the aristocratic districts of Belgravia, Grosvenor Square, Hanover Square and Berkeley Square ‘there are many faulty places in the sewers which abound in noxious matter, in many

  instances stopping up the house drains and smelling horribly’,6 even inside those upper-class houses. But nothing was done. A labourer working under

  Buckingham Palace itself said he was ‘hardly ever in such a set of stinks as I’ve been in the sewers and underground parts of the palace’.7 Some sewers were hundreds of years old, and the brickwork was crumbling. They were all cleaned, in theory, by men and by the force of occasional deluges, but a noisome deposit

  gradually built up which could not be dislodged.




  Another ingredient in the street bouquet was animal dung. Cows were kept in cowsheds all over London, in appalling conditions which allowed no space for thorough cleaning. The cattle, sheep,

  calves and pigs sold in Smithfield Market walked through the London streets, depositing nearly 40,000 tons of dung a year as they went. The thousands of horses that powered London each excreted

  45lb of faeces and 3½lb of urine a day, nearly 37,000 tons of dung in a year.8 Animal and human excrement was not the only problem. Friedrich

  Engels was in England between November 1842 and August 1844, gathering material for The Condition of the Working Class in England.9 His

  middle-class susceptibility was appalled by the smells of London street markets and slum housing. ‘Piles of refuse and ashes lie all over the place and the slops thrown out into the street

  collect in pools which emit a foul stench.’ But his starkest coup de théâtre was this:




  

    

      

        The corpses [of the poor] have no better fate than the carcases of animals. The pauper burial ground at St Bride’s [Church] is a piece of open

        marshland which has been used since Charles II’s day and there are heaps of bones all over the place. Every Wednesday the remains of dead paupers are thrown into a hole which is 14 feet

        deep. A clergyman gabbles through the burial service and then the grave is filled with loose soil. On the following Wednesday the ground is opened again and this goes on until it is

        completely full. The whole neighbourhood is infected by the dreadful stench from this burial ground.


      


    


  




  It is just possible that Engels had not seen this himself, but was treating a horror story as current because it corroborated his theme, when it really referred to the previous

  century; but there were church ‘burying places’ not adjacent to their churches, and increasingly overcrowded, scattered through London, so he may have been right.




  The coal gas which was coming into use had a sickening smell, not like modern gas. Predictably, the gas mains leaked. If you happen to pass an excavation in a London street even now, you can

  sometimes catch a whiff of coal gas; the soil is impregnated with it. It was also ‘surreptitiously tapped’, not always skilfully, by those with no liking for gas bills.10 The gasworks scattered through London spread their foul smell far and wide.




  Strangely enough the accounts of foreign visitors and English tourists do not often comment on the awful smells. The Queen was seen to notice them when she went to visit the Great

  Eastern in Millwall, down the river on the Isle of Dogs. One of her entourage wrote to her sister that ‘the smell [was] beyond description. The Queen . . . smelt her nosegay all the

  time’ (my italics).11 The Great Exhibition of 1851 assembled together more people than had ever met before in one place in London, day after

  day, during a hot summer. None of the many accounts I have read of it mentions whether Mr Jennings’s lavatories, used for a penny a time by 827,280 customers, smelt.




  Some districts smelt worse than others. Slums exhaled their foul odours down foetid alleys behind the most fashionable shops and houses. But the prize-winner in the stink

  stakes was Bermondsey, on the south bank of the Thames opposite the Tower of London. This was where skins and hides were turned into leather, by a long and skilful process including the use of dog

  turds. Not surprisingly, ‘the air reeks with evil smells’.12




  In January 1862 a respected professional journal, The Builder, emphasised the need for change:




  

    

      

        On occasions of high tide the low-lying districts were flooded – not with water but with sewage . . . the filth which . . . is allowed to ferment and fill our houses

        and streets with gases of ineffable subtilty [i.e. you couldn’t keep them out] includes much more than watercloset liquesencies. There are the percolations of crammed churchyards, the

        rain washings of the streets . . . which carry away with them . . . filthy objects, horse and cattle dung, . . . refuse from hospitals . . . fishmongers’ and fishmarket washings and

        offal; slaughterhouse offal; fell-mongers’, glue-makers’, candle-makers’, bone-dealers’, tanners’, knackers’, scum boilers’ and tripe dressers’

        liquid refuse . . . refuse from chemical works, gas works, dye works; . . . dead rats, dead dogs and cats, and, sad to say, dead babes.


      


    


  




  The Victorians must have congratulated themselves, at first, on having made a breakthrough in cleaning up London, when water closets became a normal part of a house. By 1857

  there were 200,000 of them,13 all duly sidetracking the cesspits, and emptying straight into the Thames, via the sewers. The result, long delayed but

  inevitable, was the Great Stink of 1858. In June the river stank so badly that the rooms in the Palace of Westminster which overlooked it became not only disgusting but – if you believed in

  the miasma theory – dangerous. This at last precipitated the action which various committees had been considering for ten years.
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  Thinking Londoners were beginning to realise that government through medieval parochial boards was not viable in the nineteenth century, and in 1845

  London’s first Metropolitan Board of Works was set up. For the first time sewerage could be treated as a metropolitan problem. But it was all very difficult. There were no precedents, and

  precedents are dear to local government officials. One answer was to compel houses built or rebuilt after 1848 to be connected to the sewers, but this was a reversal of policy that did more harm

  than good. In 1849 Charles Dickens described the Metropolitan Commission of Sewers as ‘that preposterous jumble of imbecility and rottenness’.14 Fortunately Joseph Bazalgette joined the Commission as an assistant engineer that very year, and when his boss died from overwork three years later he was appointed Chief

  Engineer.




  Bazalgette’s grandfather had immigrated from France in the late 1770s. Joseph was born in 1819. After an apprenticeship with a respected civil engineer Joseph had set up in practice in

  1842, at the age of 23. His combination of sweeping vision, executive drive and engineering genius achieved the impossible. There is a modest bust of him on the Victoria Embankment, inscribed

  ‘Engineer of the London Main Drainage System and of this Embankment’. But he deserves the epitaph earned by Christopher Wren for his final achievement of St Paul’s Cathedral

  – si monumentum requiris, circumspice (if you’re looking for his monument, look around you). In Bazalgette’s case, you could look at the whole of Victorian London.




  London lies on a slight north–south incline, from the heights of Hampstead down to the marshes of Lambeth and Greenwich. Add to that the complication that part of it lies in a shallow

  bowl, centred at approximately Poplar/Deptford. (Imagine a saucer slightly tipped towards you, and higher on the left than the right, with the river wriggling across the middle of it.) The old

  sewers had run into the Thames or one of its many tributaries. Bazalgette took, figuratively, a marker pen and drew firm lines along the sides of the saucer, roughly parallel to the river, at right angles to the old sewers and the Thames tributaries. These lines reached the river far downstream, well outside the (then) built-up area. There were three lines north of

  the river, the high level, the mid level and the low level, which joined together near Stratford in east London, and two on the south bank which joined together at Deptford.




  The whole scheme was estimated to cost £3 million, raised by a combination of private investment and government funding, and to take five years, not counting the time spent in the

  meticulous preparation characteristic of Bazalgette. Often the old sewers had to be traced and charted; no-one knew where they were, which just shows how often they had been cleaned.15 Work on the ‘intercepting sewers’ was begun in February 1859, and advanced steadily through London, disrupting the traffic but quelling some of the

  ancient smells. By August 1859 ‘it is estimated that 200,000 cesspools have of late years been removed from beneath our dwellings’.16 But

  still, in 1861, a London resident could write ‘we have come to dread hot summers as we would a pestilence . . . for with the dog days there always arises from the Thames such an accumulation

  of villainous smells as makes its banks hideous and force us to fly from them as far as we conveniently can. But a better time is coming . . .’.17




  By November 1861 ‘about 1,000 men are engaged upon [the north mid level] and it is progressing rapidly’.18 In most places the tunnels were

  built under the streets, by ‘cut and cover’, sometimes 30 feet below the road surface. The 1,000 labourers worked their way from Kensal Green to Notting Hill, then along Oxford Street

  – imagine the chaos – across Shoreditch and under the Regent’s Canal, to Stratford. Their only labour-saving devices were steam-driven cranes, and of course, horses. By 1862 the

  Metropolitan Board of Works was even arranging conducted tours. One group inspected the sewer at Old Ford in Hackney, and then ‘walked through a long tunnel which was illuminated for us for a

  mile or so’. Then they all got into a train of ballast trucks and were taken through the ‘works’ for about 7 miles, to Barking, ‘where the north outfall

  is to be. Here refreshments were provided and after lunch we were conveyed in three steamers [it must have been a large group] up the river to Greenwich, and descended the tunnel which is to convey

  the sewage of the south side of London.’19




  Another complication which perhaps emerges from my ‘saucer’ metaphor was that although the 20 square miles drained by the north high level could rely on gravity to maintain an even

  flow of 3 miles an hour down to the final outflow, the area drained by the mid and low levels – another 28 square miles – would have to use steam-powered pumps if the system were to

  function properly. On the south side of the river nearly 20 square miles could be drained by gravity but 22 square miles could not. Two pumping stations were built, one at Abbey Mills near

  Stratford, east London, for the north levels, and the other at Crossness, on the south bank of the river, again well beyond the built-up area, for the south low level.




  These pumping stations had to be seen to be believed. Perhaps Bazalgette was bored by all his magnificent work being out of sight, and decided that here at last was his chance to express his

  artistic soul, and impress his image on the public. Abbey Mills pumping station, where the north high and mid level sewers joined, was an edifice in which Coleridge’s Kubla Khan might have

  felt at home, minarets and all.20 The whole network of intercepting sewers on the north side of the river had to wait for the completion of the Thames

  Embankment in 1868 – another Bazalgette achievement – before it could all function, but there was no such hold-up on the south side. The official opening of Crossness pumping station by

  the Prince of Wales was breathlessly reported in The Illustrated London News on 15 April 1865. He travelled by steamer, from the Palace of Westminster, accompanied by both archbishops, two

  more bishops, two princes, two dukes, two earls, fortunate MPs and other dignitaries; all available forces were invoked. (Both pumping stations have survived and can be visited by appointment.)




  The steamer called first at the north bank, where the various luminaries inspected the northern outfall, at Beckton, and no doubt nodded wisely at the explanations of the

  Chairman of the Metropolitan Board of Works, and Bazalgette. Perhaps they were able to do that without getting off the boat, because there was nothing very exciting to see. (Abbey Mills is about

  2½ miles away from the river.) Then the steamer took them across the river and a little downstream, to their destination at Crossness. ‘Shrubs and flowers in pots gave a very gay

  appearance’ to this monument of sewage – one hopes that they were scented. The band of the Royal Marines played suitable music, and His Royal Highness and his entourage were shown the

  engine house and the boiler house, and taken into the culvert connected to the sewers, ‘a long lofty wide tunnel of excellent brickwork . . . lighted up by rows of lights’. They were

  given a unique opportunity to walk about in the vast reservoir ‘illuminated by myriads of coloured lights’, which would very soon be filled with sewage. Then they filed into a lecture

  hall and listened to an address by – who else? – Bazalgette, while the fairy lights were hastily dismantled. Next, to the engine rooms:




  

    

      

        Here after a careful inspection of the immense pumping apparatus and furnaces, the Prince of Wales, under the guidance of the engineers in charge, proceeded to set the

        prodigious works in motion. As soon as the handle was turned by His Royal Highness a sensible vibration was felt throughout the building, showing that the engine beams, lifting-rods and

        fly-wheels were in operation, and that the sewage which had been confined in the great receptacles underground was being pumped into the reservoirs thence to be afterwards discharged into the

        Thames. The four engines were successively set in motion by His Royal Highness, who was greeted by a loud cheer by a body of workmen perched aloft in the galleries.


      


    


  




  His Royal Highness must have been overwhelmingly relieved when the next event was ‘an excellent déjeuner for 500’, with toasts. They all

  went home at 3 p.m., arriving at Westminster at 4.15, their duty well done.




  One of the enigmas of the occasion is – what did the gentlemen do with their top hats? They are shown in The Illustrated London News respectfully carrying them while the Prince

  demonstrated his amazing engineering ability, indeed some of them are so carried away that they are waving their hats in the air. But at the déjeuner they are all pretty tightly packed at

  long tables. Where had they stowed their hats? The lecture hall and the eating-place were contrived out of space usually devoted to plans etc.; surely there wasn’t room, and organisation, for

  a check-in room for 500 top hats? Nor of course is there any mention of the needs of the distinguished visitors to add their personal contributions to all that sewage.




  The Illustrated London News’ account of opening a sewage works combines in a typically Victorian way sycophancy, pride in Bazalgette’s achievement, and realism, the glamour

  of the Prince balanced against the raw material which had occasioned his visit. It took the combined forces of the throne, the Church and the politicians, let alone the expertise of the new

  profession of civil engineers, to move London’s sewage, and no doubt the readers of The Illustrated London News, and many others, were fascinated.




  But the really important visitor arrived almost unnoticed. By May 1864 much of the system was operating. ‘No sooner had things come to this satisfactory outcome than a fine salmon, on the

  lookout for clean fresh water, made its appearance in the Thames.’21




  







   


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2





  The River
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  When Victoria came to the throne in 1837 the Thames was still the wide, meandering river that had been the thoroughfare and playground of Londoners since time immemorial, but

  now it was ‘soiled and darkened with livid, false tints’.1 It was tidal up as far as Teddington, and twice a day it ebbed and flowed. The

  newspapers gave the times of the high tides.




  The annals of the Company of Watermen and Lightermen of the River Thames kept by the Company’s Clerk, Henry Humpherus, recorded a more detailed picture of tides and weather.2 Nine times, between 1841 and 1869, there were abnormally high tides, as high as 3 feet 7 inches above the normal high-water mark, which meant that low-lying areas

  such as Wapping, Lambeth, Bermondsey, Battersea and Westminster were flooded. In the winter of 1850 the water rose so high that it put out the furnaces at the gasworks in Wandsworth and ‘the

  neighbourhood [was] placed in total darkness’. By 17 November 1852, the day of the Duke of Wellington’s funeral, it had rained for two months and there were floods

  everywhere. A particularly high tide that day was called ‘the Duke’s flood’. A week later there was another abnormally high tide, and many of the inhabitants of Bermondsey, which

  was particularly flood-prone, had to be rescued from upper floors by wagons. Flood water was a nasty mixture of mud and sewage.




  When the Thames went to the other extreme in 1840, and again ten years later, it shrank ‘to a mere brook’, so that ‘persons could walk across it’. It would not be an

  inviting stroll, no matter how much you could save in boat charges or bridge toll. You would have to walk through concentrated essence of sewage; and at every low tide the exposed mudbanks

  ‘swarmed with bright red worms . . . the boys called them blood-worms’.3 In very low water the wooden wherries were more viable than the

  steamboats, which as Humpherus noted – with little sympathy – ‘suffered considerably from the want of water and many got aground, and for some time could not run’.




  Twice in the winter of 1840 there were fogs so opaque that ships collided. There was a severe snowstorm, with frost, in January 1842, and a hailstorm in the summer of 1846 so heavy that it broke

  panes of glass all over London, including Buckingham Palace, where £4,000 had to be spent on repairs. Hurricanes sometimes blew for two days, so that ships had to lie to, and risked running

  aground, and many laden barges sank with their cargoes of coal and grain. After one hurricane ‘the river in the morning was covered with timber, spars and portions of rigging, deals, broken

  wherries, barges and other craft’. Twice the Thames froze over, in 1846 and 1855: not so solidly that the great Frost Fairs of the previous centuries could be repeated, but enough to prevent

  the watermen from earning their livelihoods.




  The ancient custom of swan-upping was still performed every August, when the swan masters of the Crown and the two privileged livery companies, the Dyers and the Vintners, counted all the swans

  on the river, and marked the young ones. In 1841 the Queen owned 232, the Dyers’ Company 105, and the Vintners 100, a marked decrease from the 500 they owned three

  centuries earlier, when the Thames had been famous for its huge flocks of swans. But in view of the pollution it is surprising that any swans survived at all. In 1842 a whale was caught off

  Deptford pier. It was measured – 16 feet long – and weighed – 2 tons – and exhibited in a nearby pub, ‘where 2,000 persons paid for admission in one day’.

  Another whale was landed off Grays, Essex, seven years later, but all that Humpherus had to say about it was that it was 21 feet long.
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  Since 1197 the river had been under the jurisdiction of the City of London. When the new Lord Mayor of the City went every year to Westminster to be sworn in, he went by river,

  in a gorgeous procession of decorated barges. ‘It had always been considered a grand Field Day for Watermen as – independent of the number of them engaged on the various barges –

  many poor Watermen managed to get good employment for the day’. Relations between the City and the Government had often been strained. In 1857 some crisis led to the first Thames Conservancy

  Act, transferring jurisdiction over the river from the City to a statutory body called the Board of Conservancy (later the Thames Conservancy Board). The Watermen’s Company, which had got on

  well with the City, described the Conservators as ‘radically vicious’. One of the first results of the transfer was the ending of the Lord Mayor’s river procession.4 His beautiful barge was sold in 1860, for only £105. From 1857 on, the Watermen’s Company had to ward off constant attempts by the Board to oust it from

  its traditional privileges. Henry Humpherus, never one to spread himself in purple prose (and with a regrettable fondness for ‘&c’), tended to concentrate more on the in-fighting

  between his Company – for whom he acted vigilantly and effectively – and the hated Conservators. Old London Bridge with the mill-races between its piers had been demolished long ago,

  and the nine new bridges presented no particular hazard to river craft, if you discount the ‘extraordinary accident [which] occurred during the progress of the Lord

  Mayor and Corporation up the river in the City barge [in September 1844], by a violent collision with the piers of Westminster bridge, the Lord Mayor, Sheriffs and Aldermen, Sheriffs elect, &c,

  were thrown from their seats, the mace, decanters, glasses &c rolling on to the floor [plus, presumably, the Lord Mayor &c] causing great consternation’.




  But a new danger had arrived, in the shape of steamers catering to the commuter trade, as the suburbs expanded. Steam had begun to challenge traditional manpower as early as 1818.5 Steam-powered boats with a revolving paddle wheel on each side could do a steady 4 m.p.h. against the tide and 7 m.p.h. and more with it, and they were not above

  harassing the watermen’s fragile wooden skiffs and wherries. In 1844 a steamboat ran down a waterman’s boat and killed him. The master was found guilty of manslaughter, but the sentence

  was only four months’ imprisonment. In other cases alleging default by the steamship captains or owners it seems to have been difficult to get a jury to convict. There was constant bickering

  between the steamboats and the watermen, sometimes taking the form of demolishing the piers used by the opposition. In 1844 a tit-for-tat raid by 40 men was ‘eventually stopped by a body of

  police arriving in cabs’.




  Steamboats had a nasty habit of pulling away from the embarkation pier at full speed before the passengers were safely ashore or on board. In 1843 thirteen children were thrown into the Thames

  in this way. Three drowned, and the chances of survival of the others were slim, if they swallowed much of the filthy river water. There were ‘almost daily’ collisions between rival

  steamboats. Sometimes a steamboat simply blew up, without any collision. In 1847 the steamboat Cricket, ‘having taken in between seventy and one hundred passengers, was about leaving

  the wharf [at London Bridge] when the engines exploded with fearful destruction. Six persons were killed, twelve very seriously injured, and others slightly, most of the passengers being blown into the river but were rescued by watermen’s boats. The engineer was afterwards tried and convicted of manslaughter, for tying down the safety valve’ –

  no doubt hoping to increase speed so as to win a race against a rival. ‘An action was brought by a person named Redgrave, who was seriously injured, against Mr Octavius Smith, the owner, for

  damages, and a verdict obtained . . . for £200.’




  The busiest stretch of the steamers’ route was between Chelsea and Woolwich, collecting middle-class commuters from Chelsea and artisans from Woolwich and depositing them at London Bridge

  pier, all for one penny. There was a landing-stage under one of the arches of the bridge, which was welcome in bad weather as long as the tide was low. But at high tide the steamer had to keep its

  funnel dipped, to clear the bridge, and the passengers on deck had to put up with getting dirtier and dirtier from the sooty smoke it discharged.




  There were regular services further afield. It was a middle-class habit to evacuate wives and children to some ‘watering-place’ such as Margate, Gravesend and Ramsgate for the

  summer, to avoid the smells and pressures of London. The husbands led a bachelor existence until Saturday morning, when they caught the ‘husbands’ boat’ to rejoin their nearest

  and dearest. These boats were comparatively luxurious. Meals were served, and first-class passengers could relax on the poop deck, under a canvas awning, while quite often a band played. The only

  drawbacks were the tracts and sermons inflicted on these captive audiences by religious enthusiasts, and the slight risk of sea-sickness, for which ‘a reclining posture with the eyes shut

  [should] be secured and maintained . . . a little brandy and water and plain biscuit be taken occasionally’.6 By 1844 ‘it was computed that

  there were two hundred steamers constantly navigating the Thames, the competition continuing very great, the Diamond Company carrying passengers from Gravesend to London at one shilling fore cabin

  and eightpence after cabin’.




  Steam tugs for towing barges arrived in 1848. Like present-day black cabs they could turn in their own length, because the paddle wheels could be worked

  separately.7 The hay and straw for London’s horses came down in barges, with the tide, and barges bringing grain and building stone came up from

  Kent, dipping their sails and masts as they negotiated London Bridge.8 The fleets of 200 to 300 sailing ships that had brought ever-increasing loads of

  coal to London for centuries were gradually replaced by screw-operated steamers, from 1852. (They in their turn were supplanted by the railways from 1864 onwards.)




  Three-masted sailing ships were still the main long-haul mercantile carriers. These ‘clippers’ were a wonderful sight as they came up-river to the Pool of London or the docks.

  ‘Near the top of the tide, tugs passed every few minutes, with sailing vessels, many of considerable size, in tow. In the early 60s windjammers were plentiful, and all but the smallest took

  steam assistance in the upper river reaches.’9 Sometimes they came under their own power, especially when they were competing to be the first into

  London from China to offer the new season’s tea harvest. New tea could sell at a premium of 10s a ton, and the captain of the winning ship was paid a bonus of £100. In the 1850s

  clippers from Boston had won the race, but from 1859 the British took over, sailing in Aberdeen-built clippers.10 On 30 May 1866 sixteen ships sailed from

  Foochow in China. Ninety-nine days later, having crossed the Indian Ocean and rounded the Cape of Good Hope, three of them arrived in the Thames on the same tide. The sailing ship Ariel

  won, and won again two years later, cutting the record to 97 days. After the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 the ‘Tea Derby’ declined.11

  (The tea clipper Cutty Sark can still be viewed in Greenwich, splendidly conserved.)
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  The quay at London Bridge saw some splendid occasions, such as when the Queen and Prince Albert and a selection of royal children took the Admiralty barge to the royal steam

  yacht Victoria and Albert en route for their annual holiday in Scotland. When the Queen was not too pregnant to enjoy travel by water, the royal pair often used the

  river for state visits. Prince Albert made a progress in the royal state barge, from Whitehall to the Brunswick pier at Blackwall, to inspect the Victoria and Albert, launched at Pembroke

  on 25 April 1844 and brought to the East India Docks. The barge, which had just been refitted and regilt at Woolwich Dockyard, was 64 feet in length and about 7 feet in width; the head and stern

  were elaborately carved and gilt, and highly varnished. The vessel was rowed by 22 watermen in scarlet liveries, and the Admiralty barge which accompanied it by ten watermen in scarlet coats. The

  state barge in its progress to and from Blackwall attracted many spectators on the river and its banks, and with the Admiralty barge formed a splendid piece of water pageantry.




  In 1845 ‘the Queen and Prince Albert, with their suite of grand officers . . . embarked in the Royal Yacht at Woolwich, on their way to Germany’ to visit Albert’s family.

  Prince Albert, who appreciated the publicity value of royal appearances, used the royal yacht in 1849 from Whitehall to London Bridge on his way to open the new Coal Exchange ‘in the absence

  of Her Majesty the Queen from indisposition’. This was an almost Tudor progress. At Whitehall Stairs waited




  

    

      

        a large flotilla of boats, some belonging to men of war, and some painted blue with gilt mouldings, belonging to the royal yacht . . . A row of steamers had been moored on

        the north side of the river, between Whitehall and the Custom House, a row of barges being also moored on the south side to London Bridge, so that a space of 100 feet was kept clear for the

        procession to pass, 5 miles of mooring chain being used for the purpose. [Six steamboats belonging to various livery companies were moored next to London Bridge] fitted up with seats,

        platforms &c, for the privileged visitors. On the procession arriving at London Bridge, the shipping in the river below were all dressed up [the modern phrase is ‘dressed

        overall’], the crowds on board and in the rigging, &c, cheering most lustily . . . The watermen reaped a good harvest in conveying visitors from the shore to

        the ships, barges &c moored in the line . . . The ceremony being finished, the royal party embarked and returned to Whitehall in the same manner. The procession on the water was witnessed

        by many thousands, every house, wharf, &c and the bridges being crowded with spectators.


      


    


  




  The bridges and river banks provided ideal vantage points for other occasions. In 1848 British seamen demonstrated against a proposed amendment of the Navigation Laws which would enable foreign

  sailors to work in British ships.




  

    

      

        About 3,000 formed a procession in boats, carrying numerous flags, on the river. The floating of such a number of boats in a stately line with colours flying was stately

        and imposing. As they passed, guns were fired from the shore and ships, which were all showing their colours and the men cheering lustily. The sailors all landed at Westminster and proceeded

        in procession to Trafalgar Square . . . the river was lined with boats and craft of all descriptions, full of spectators.


      


    


  




  Prince Albert was not alone in using the river as a publicity venue. In November 1841, surely an unpropitious time of year, full of rain and fog,




  

    

      

        Samuel Scott the American diver gave a flying leap from the topgallant yard of a coal brig lying off Rotherhithe, in the presence of an immense concourse of spectators,

        who he amused first for upwards of an hour, by his feats on the topgallant yard. Although it was blowing a gale at the time, he fixed his head on the mast with his feet kicking in the air,

        where he remained for some time, ran from end to end of the yard without holding on to any rope. He made a slip noose which he placed round his neck, and threw himself off the yard, remained

        suspended for a few seconds with a rope under his chin, and raised himself with great dexterity on to the yard, when he said ‘come tomorrow and you will see me hang myself

        again’.


      


    


  




  He must have thought he was on to a good thing. He ‘kept up his performances on the river, jumping from the bridges into the river when full of ice’. But




  

    

      

        on 11 January [1842] about ten thousand spectators had assembled on [Waterloo Bridge] and in boats on the river. He ascended a temporary scaffold ten feet high over the

        second arch, and placed a rope around his neck, to carry out some of his performances of dancing on air. After swinging by his head, he swung by his feet head downwards. He again placed it in

        the rope, which became fixed, and strangled him. He was cut down, but too late, as his friends believed it was part of the performance.


      


    


  




  And so, for a while, did the 10,000 spectators. Twenty years later, when the tightrope walker Blondin was thrilling crowds at the Crystal Palace,




  

    

      

        A lady calling herself the ‘Female Blondin’ was about to cross the river on a tightrope extending from [Cremorne Gardens, Chelsea] to a wharf at Battersea.

        Through some deficiency in the guide-ropes . . . the feat was not completely accomplished, and when the lady, who had started from Battersea, had performed about four-fifths of her perilous

        journey, she was compelled to sit down, and ultimately descended into a boat. The courage displayed under these trying circumstances created almost a greater amount of admiration than would

        have been produced had the artist walked all the way.12


      


    


  




  The British do love a gallant failure.




  In 1843 the First Thames Regatta was held at Putney. The Boat Race between Oxford and Cambridge was going strong. (It may interest aficionados to know that between 1829, when the race began, and

  1882, when Henry Humpherus’s records end, Oxford won 21 times, Cambridge 17, and there was a dead heat in 1877. From 1856 onwards, it was held annually.)




  Shipping on the Thames was often worth a visit. In January 1845 Brunel’s vast iron-hulled, screw-propellered ship the Great Britain arrived at Blackwall and




  

    

      

        caused a considerable sensation, she being three hundred and twenty feet long, one third longer than the largest three decker. The neighbouring banks

        were covered with people to greet her passage up the river, and a great number of boats accompanied her to her moorings. During her stay, thousands of people were conveyed daily in steamers

        and watermen’s boats, to the vessel, to inspect the same, causing considerable employment. The charge of admission on board was two shillings and six pence each person . . . the

        Great Britain remained until 12th June when her departure was attended by similar demonstrations.


      


    


  




  In 1848 a Chinese junk arrived in the Thames. ‘For a time it lay off Blackwall, where it was visited by thousands,’ then it moved up to near Waterloo Bridge. Charles Dickens was

  scathing. Apparently the exotic craft had managed the journey from China only ‘by the skill and coolness of a dozen English sailors . . . it would look more at home on the top of a public

  building . . . than afloat on the water . . . imagine a ship’s crew without a profile among them, in gauze pinafores and plaited hair, wearing stiff clogs a quarter of a foot thick in the

  sole, and lying at night in little scented boxes, like back-gammon men . . .’.13 But the junk which arrived in the Thames in 1851 was possibly more

  authentic. Its captain was the mysterious mandarin who materialised before Her Majesty while she was opening the Great Exhibition; no-one knew who he was, so he was hastily incorporated in the

  royal procession round the Crystal Palace. His ‘great unwieldy’ craft was moored near London Bridge, and could be visited for a shilling.14
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  People always enjoy watching tragedies from a safe vantage point, and the fires along the banks of the Thames provided plenty to feed their appetites. In 1842




  

    

      

        a great conflagration occurred at the Tower of London, which destroyed the Round Tower, Armoury, Clock Tower, &c. The tide being out, water was

        supplied by the floating engine by seven hundred feet of hose to the land engines; the White House, Chapel and Jewel House were with difficulty saved, the Jewel House and iron railing were

        broken open with crowbars, and the jewels removed by policemen passing through a detachment of soldiers; the amount of loss was enormous. The fire continued burning for several days. The view

        from the river was very grand, and the watermen’s boats were crowded with spectators.


      


    


  




  Punch, just founded, went to town: ‘In the first place, by way of ensuring the safety of the property, precautions were taken to shut out everyone from the

  building, and as military rule knows no exception, the orders given were executed to the letter by preventing the ingress of the firemen with their countermand. This of course took time, leaving

  the fire to devour at its leisure the enormous meal that fate had prepared for it.’ Humpherus may not have realised that the ‘difficulty’ in saving the Jewel House was caused by

  the only key being in the custody of the Lord Chamberlain, who was not immediately available.




  Warehouses seem to have been desperate fire risks. Not only the building and its contents went up in flames, but so did ships lying alongside, unless the tide was high and they could be towed

  away. At low tide, when they were stuck in the mud, they shared the same fate as the warehouse. Often sparks from one fire ignited another nearby, especially in the case of distilleries and timber

  yards. In 1845




  

    

      

        a great fire occurred at Nine Elms [Battersea], destroying Mr Bethel’s creosote and naptha works, containing several reservoirs of pitch, tar, &c. All the saw

        mills, and many thousands of railway sleepers &c, shared the same fate . . . The pitch in the cisterns boiled over, and poured into the river, and the surface . . . presented the

        appearance of a lake on fire.


      


    


  




  In the same year a warehouse storing oil and turpentine caught fire:




  

    

      

        The boiling turpentine and oil ran out of the windows on to the wharf adjoining the river, burning one of the [fire] engines and a fireman, the

        people escaped on to the various barges ashore near the works, and on to the floating engine, but the burning turps &c set the barges and floating engine on fire, which caused it to be

        abandoned, the heat was so great that the small boats could not get near the burning barges to take the people off, as they also became enveloped in fire, and they were thus driven to throw

        themselves in the river, covered with blazing turps and oil, and were then picked up and saved with a few exceptions . . . Great fears were entertained for the City Gas Works adjoining, and

        orders were sent round to the shop-keepers to light their burners to reduce the gasometers.


      


    


  




  In 1851 the Thames Bank Repository burned down. ‘An immense quantity of furniture, pictures and valuable goods were stored there which were mostly destroyed, the damage being estimated at

  £100,000’ – an unimaginable sum in those days, and I doubt whether the owners were insured.




  ‘The most destructive [fire] in London since the memorable one of 1666’ broke out in Tooley Street on the south bank, in June 1861. ‘Blazing fat floated far down the stream and

  imperilled the wooden vessels moored in the Pool. For days afterwards as far as Erith [15 miles down-river] the river banks and mud flats were coated with grease which was energetically salvaged by

  hordes of men, women and children.’15 The fire destroyed three wharves and ‘enormous quantities of the most valuable goods, besides injuring

  several ships which only escaped by being towed out when on fire. It continued burning for several days . . . Here Mr Braidwood, the Superintendent of the Fire Brigade, lost his life by the falling

  of one of the walls.’ Humpherus did not have the prose style of Dickens, who would have made much more of these tragedies. You have to imagine, with no help from Humpherus, the shrieks, and

  the roar of the flames, and the reflections in the water.
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  Further down-river lay the shipbuilding yards. Brunel’s Great Eastern, then known as the Leviathan, was built at Millwall, and

  launched after innumerable difficulties and crises in January 1858. The Thames failed to deliver the usual abnormal winter high tides, which would have made the launch easier. The press had a field

  day:




  

    

      

        Men and women of all classes were joined together in one amicable pilgrimage to the East, for . . . the Leviathon was to be launched at Millwall. For two years

        London . . . had been kept in expectation of the advent of this gigantic experiment, and their excitement and determination to be present at any cost are not to be wondered at when we

        consider what a splendid chance presented itself of a fearful catastrophe . . . [In Millwall] every apartment in every house . . . if it commanded even a glimpse of the huge vessel stretching

        along above the tree tops, was ‘turned inside out’ to accommodate visitors for friendship, relationship or lucre.16


      


    


  




  The ‘fearful catastrophe’ did not happen, unless you count the death of a labourer and injuries to some of his mates, during the first efforts to launch the ship.

  When she finally slid majestically sideways into the river, she was towed down to Deptford for further work, where, predictably, she was visited by ‘enormous crowds’.17




  A country visitor was unimpressed by the Great Eastern and saved his enthusiasm for Deptford dockyard, where he ‘saw . . . three ships building, one an enormous three-decker to be

  called the Ariadne, the other a single-decker to be called the Cameleon’.18 ‘The fine vessels for the East India trade have

  all along been made principally in the Thames’19 up to the 1840s, but as iron supplanted wood it made commercial sense to move shipbuilding yards

  north to the Clyde in Scotland and to the north-east coast of England, where labour was cheaper, and already skilled in working iron and steel. In 1852 the Agamemnon, a ‘magnificent

  Government vessel, was launched from Woolwich dockyard . . . great numbers of people witnessed it in boats and the river presented a very attractive appearance’. The

  Hannibal, 91 guns, was launched two years later from Deptford. The armour-plated screw sloop Enterprise also came from Deptford, in 1864, but after the launch of the screw

  corvette Druid in 1869 the yard was sold, ‘being unsuited for the construction of the new class of vessels’.20 The Thames Ironworks

  Company was building a new warship, the Minotaur, at Blackwall, as late as 1865; she had 36 guns, armour-plate 5½ inches thick, screw engines, and five iron masts.21 London shipyards still attracted a certain amount of foreign trade. The Prussian navy commissioned the Arminicus from Samuda Bros at Poplar in 1864, and an

  armour-plated sixteen-gun frigate the Kron Prinz from them in 1867.22 But the shipbuilding trade was leaving London.




  Old ships, like old buildings, could still be useful. The Dreadnought had fought at Trafalgar. She was moored at Greenwich as a floating seamen’s hospital. When she showed signs

  of collapse she was replaced by another three-decker. In twenty years the two ships cared for over 63,000 patients. No sick sailor, whatever his nationality, was ever refused

  admission.23 Further down the river at Woolwich lay the dreaded prison hulks, two old men-of-war, and a smaller ship which relieved the black tragedy of

  the hulks by drying the prisoners’ washing, like bunting strung between her shortened masts.24




  The Pool of London, the stretch of river from London Bridge down to Limehouse, had been London’s main port since Roman days. By the nineteenth century it had become notoriously congested.

  Ships could lie there for months waiting to discharge their cargo, at the mercy of storms, fire and theft. The River Police had been founded in 1798, as the first organised police force in the

  country. In 1839 it was incorporated into the new Metropolitan Police Force. In The Illustrated London News of 17 April 1869, the picture of the new embankment from the Temple to Somerset

  House includes a natty little boat labelled ‘Thames Police Station’. It has no visible means of propulsion, but perhaps the artist was not nautically minded. Presumably it had a good

  turn of steam-powered speed.
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  The real answer to the endemic pilfering from cargo ships was the system of enclosed docks, built mainly – there had been some earlier ones – between 1802 and 1880.

  By 1850 they covered 90 acres, including 35 acres of water and a wine-cellar extending for 7 acres. The London Dock (1805), the East India Dock (1805), the Surrey Dock on the south bank of the

  river (1807), St Katharine’s Dock near the Tower of London (1828) and West India South Dock (1829) had all been built according to the latest technology of their time, but their designers had

  not foreseen the advent of the railways, and of steam-powered iron-built cargo carriers. They had no room in which to expand, and to deepen them for modern shipping would have been prohibitively

  expensive. The Victoria Dock, opened in 1855 (extended to the east by an even larger dock, the Royal Albert, in 1880), was built on a low-lying site of 100 acres, east of the River Lea. It was the

  first dock to provide hydraulic cranes and lifts for raising ships in a pontoon dock, and was well served by rail links with the Great Eastern line. The Millwall Dock on the Isle of Dogs, opened in

  1868, offered similar modern facilities.




  W.S. Bell, the tourist who turned his nose up at the Chinese junk, duly visited the London docks in 1851 – ‘a most astonishing sight . . . We visited the wine vaults and tasted the

  wines which the guide liberally dispensed . . . there were hundreds of visitors here . . . the guide rinsed the glasses out with wine.’ Then he and his party went on to the sherry vaults,

  where they ‘plentifully refreshed themselves’, and they meant to pack in a tour of St Katharine’s Dock, but his stamina, or his sobriety, gave out.25




  When Hippolyte Taine came to London in 1859 and 1862, he was bowled over by the docks:




  

    

      

        The number of canals by which the docks open into the body of the river . . . are streets of ships . . . the innumerable riggings stretch a vast circle of spider-web all

        round the rim of the sky . . . [they are] one of the mighty spectacles of our planet . . . [the docks] are prodigious, overwhelming. There are six of them, each a great

        port inhabited by a population of three-masted ships . . . from every corner of the world. A merchant who had come to check the arrival of spices from Java and a transshipment of ice from

        Norway, told me that about 40,000 ships enter these docks every year, and that as a rule there are between five and six thousand in the docks at any given moment.26
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  Bazalgette’s embankments were gradually confining the Thames into a tidy channel between 1864 and 1870. The Victoria Embankment ranks as high as his great intercepting

  sewers for sheer engineering genius, and it is more visible to Londoners than his drains. But since one result of the embankments was to add to the space available for roads, they are considered in

  the next chapter.




  







   


 


 


 



CHAPTER 3





  The Streets1
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  Maps • the street layout • medieval survivals • cow-houses • traffic jams • new roads • Bazalgette’s embankments • traffic control

  • obstructions • the suburbs • road surfaces • coaches and cabs • omnibuses • velocipedes




   




  The obvious thing to do before you begin to explore an unfamiliar city is to buy yourself a map, but this was not straightforward for a visitor to Victorian

  London.2 Many maps on the market were severely out of date, considering the huge growth in the built-up area. Two were based on surveys made in the 1820s,

  while another, which purported to be so detailed that it even showed the pillar boxes, erred in the opposite direction, and indicated a rail link between Euston and Charing Cross stations which had

  been sanctioned in 1864 but never built. The Great Exhibition of 1851 provided a heaven-sent sales opportunity to map-sellers, who flooded the market with souvenir maps and information booklets for

  foreign tourists. Meanwhile the Metropolitan Commissioners of Sewers, realising that the first step towards an efficient drainage system for London must be a proper survey of its streets and

  existing drains, had commissioned detailed maps from the cartographers of the Board of Ordnance (hence our Ordnance Survey maps). The survey was completed in 1849, and 326 separate maps were

  published between 1851 and 1871.




  But the master of maps, for the average citizen, was Edward Stanford. (Stanfords still flourishes, and is still London’s premier map-seller, in Long Acre, near where

  the firm began.) His Library Map of London and its Suburbs came out in 1862. It could be bought in 24 single sheets, for 1s plain, 1s 6d coloured, or mounted on a roller, or as a portfolio

  of sheets for £1 1s plain, £1 11s 6d coloured.3 It is a magnificent work, for which a good magnifying glass is essential. The gasworks

  scattered through London are easy to spot, as bold circular blobs. Look more closely and you can see another innovation, large square workhouses in every district. Prisons built on the

  ‘Panopticon’ design (explained in Chapter 21) stand out. New cemeteries on the outskirts are shown, as well as the old inner-London burial yards marked ‘closed’. Even the

  design of the gardens in front of the 1862 Exhibition building in South Kensington is clearly and accurately shown. So, after a careful study of Stanford in your library and a quick look

  at the latest ‘Pocket Map’ – to the streets.




  Regent Street had been laid out by Nash, beginning in 1813, to connect Piccadilly with the new Regent’s Park. The line of the street survives, but Nash’s plan to develop residential

  chambers above the ground-floor shops never really took off. A covered arcade in front of the shops made a continuous balcony along the windows of the chambers, so that residents could have watched

  the traffic – in those long-distant days this would have been a pleasure – and chat to their friends passing in their carriages. (The arcade and balconies were demolished in 1848.)

  Where Regent Street met Oxford Street the buildings at the corners were rounded and set back, creating an elegant circus, and the same plan was followed at the junction of Regent Street and

  Piccadilly. (Eros arrived much later, in 1893.) Confusingly, both circuses were called Regent Circus.




  Grosvenor Square still dominated the streets west of Regent Street. The Duke of Westminster surely disliked the workhouse built just a stone’s throw away from the square. Narrow

  culs-de-sac threaded their way behind the mansions, to house the necessary carriages and servants. Still going west, you arrived in Park Lane, running along the eastern edge

  of Hyde Park. Turning left (south), you would pass Grosvenor House and Dorchester House (hotels on both sites, now). At the end of Park Lane was Apsley House, the home of that towering idol of

  Victorian London, the Duke of Wellington (it is still there). Turn left again, along Piccadilly, and you would pass Devonshire House (sold and demolished in 1918). It must have had the most

  delightful views in London, south over Green Park and north through its long gardens and past Lansdowne House to Berkeley Square. The other eighteenth-century survival in Piccadilly, Burlington

  House, was not in private occupation any longer by the time Stanford compiled his Library Map in 1862, but the Palladian building still survives.




  The Duke of Westminster owned another huge parcel of prime London building land, south of Knightsbridge. Here, he commissioned Thomas Cubitt to lay out Belgrave Square, as the centrepiece of his

  Belgravia estate, built between the 1820s and 1850s. The Grosvenor family has always kept strict control over the development of its London properties; Belgravia, even more than Grosvenor Square,

  still breathes Victorian high society and wealth. Victoria took a house in the square for her mother the Duchess of Kent, while Kensington Palace was being refurbished, for £2,000 a year.

  West of Sloane Street, Stanford showed market gardens scattered among the houses and museums of Earl’s Court and South Kensington (now completely built over).




  Coming back to the circus at the Piccadilly end of Regent Street, make for Leicester Square to the east: a sordid place, redeemed only by an extraordinary building in the middle of it,

  Wyld’s ‘Monster Globe’, and the Alhambra on the east side (see Chapter 16). Pass St Martin’s workhouse, opposite the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields, and you have arrived

  in Trafalgar Square, with the National Gallery on the north side of it and the two fountains in the open space. Stanford’s Library Map even gives the names of two occupants of

  plinths – Napier and Havelock – with marks showing the empty plinths, and, of course, Nelson on his column, described by a visiting Frenchman as ‘that

  hideous Nelson, planted on his column like a rat impaled on the end of a stick’.4 But then one cannot expect a Frenchman to enthuse over Nelson.

  From there you could either take Whitehall down to the Houses of Parliament, passing various Government offices, or turn left along the Strand towards the City, with its maze of winding illogical

  streets still preserving its medieval layout, fascinating to historians but incomprehensible to strangers. The Thames makes itself known to your nose. Its banks are lined with wharves and

  warehouses, leaving only narrow spaces for the piers and jetties used by watermen’s wherries and passenger steamers.




  Medieval survivals scarred this modern metropolis. A few flocks of live geese and ducks – 500 or so of them at a time – were still being driven through the streets to Leadenhall

  Market in the City, as they had been since the fourteenth century. There were stables, dairies and cowsheds everywhere, with unregulated abattoirs conveniently close. At the back of a house in

  Bethnal Green ‘a cowkeeper and dairyman kept in large sheds about 40 milk cows . . . The cows were turned out every day into a large yard which was only divided from our premises by a low

  wall. The smell was at times intolerable, and the flies in summer were a perfect plague.’5 There were three cowhouses, one with its en-suite

  slaughterhouse, beside St John’s Church in Smith Square.6 One cow-house near the Strand was in a cellar under a dairy. The twelve cows in it

  ‘must have been lowered to their places by ropes’.




  The outbreak of rinderpest in 1865 had a marked effect on the number of cows in London. In St Pancras parish there were only 266 left, of the 1,178 cows normally kept in 100 cow-houses. The

  1,288 cows in Hackney’s 83 cow-houses were reduced to only 450.7 ‘The wheels of the heavy waggons, laded with bales and barrels, creak and

  moan . . . [there were] the sportive bullocks, too, the gigs, knackers’ carts, sheep, pigs, Barclay’s drays . . .’.8 Although

  ‘sportive bullocks’ and other livestock had mostly arrived earlier in the day, there were still enough of them to fill any space between vehicles, and threaten

  pedestrians. They plodded slowly across London Bridge, along past St Paul’s Cathedral and down Ludgate Hill to its junction with Farringdon Street, where amidst much shouting and cursing they

  turned across the traffic, north towards Smithfield Market.




  Between 1852 and 1854 the principal livestock market at Smithfield sold on average, in two days’ trading each week, 5,000 cattle, 30,000 sheep and 2,000 pigs. They all had to walk there

  somehow, and then they all had to trickle back in small numbers through the streets again to their last homes. ‘Our streets are disgraced by the sufferings of over-driven bullocks . . . the

  animals, maddened by heat, . . . attack those who are passing by [and] gore those who cannot escape.’9 Those were the days before de-horning was

  usual.




  Despite the obvious need to relocate the livestock market, nothing was done until 1855, when a new cattle market was opened in Islington, and Smithfield became mainly a meat and poultry market.

  Billingsgate Market, on the river just downstream from London Bridge, had specialised in fish for many years. Until the railways came, fishing boats unloaded at the wharf. But as the river trade

  declined, and the railways increasingly carried fish to London, every fish still had to come from the rail termini to Billingsgate, which had no rail link; so the whole area round Billingsgate was

  solid with fish-smelling vehicles.10
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  Traffic jams were appalling. Omnibuses from the residential quarters barged their way to the Bank of England, cutting across the streams of animals, and the cab drivers, and the

  more sedate private carriages. There was of course no Highway Code.11 The most notorious place for gridlocks was the area between Temple Bar, the Bank of

  England and London Bridge, particularly on weekdays between 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. London Bridge contributed over 13,000 vehicles and horse-riders, at an average of over 1,000 an

  hour, to the maelstrom seething round the Bank.12 The crowds of clerical workers employed in the City walked in from the suburbs. They walked astonishing

  distances, come rain or shine. In 1854 it was officially estimated that 200,000 people walked into central London every day.13 So many crossed London

  Bridge that the granite slabs of the footways wore smooth, and had to be roughened with a mallet and chisel. ‘The footways were solid masses of moving humanity while the roadway for hours

  together was packed with horses and wheels often without space for a single addition.’14




  Clearly something had to be done. If it coincided with slum clearance, so much the better. Victoria Street was built in the 1850s, connecting the new railway terminus to Whitehall, and clearing

  slum property on its way. In the 1860s New Oxford Street was driven through the notorious slum district of St Giles, to connect Oxford Street and Holborn, whence a splendid cast-iron viaduct (it

  still survives and is worth seeing) was built over the steep valley of Snow Hill, making a new connection between the City and Westminster.15 The

  slum-dwellers were supposed to be grateful for the demolition of their hovels. Certainly the planners felt no obligation to rehouse them, so they moved into adjacent slums, making them even more

  overcrowded. The new thoroughfares across the crowded centre of London demolished 7,403 tenements in the process, and relocated 38,231 people.16 Church

  Lane in Westminster accommodated 655 people in 1841, but six years later there were 1,095 people in the same houses.




  The most spectacular road improvement was the work of Joseph Bazalgette. By incorporating in his great system of intercepting sewers an embankment along the Thames, he created out of nowhere a

  new highway a mile long, making a third traffic artery between Westminster and the City. The work began in September 1862. By 1866 ‘the paved footway next the river from Westminster Bridge to

  the Temple [was] opened to the public, complete with the Westminster steam-boat pier’,17 and by April 1869 the stretch between

  the Temple and Somerset House was finished, with trees along the edge, dolphin-wreathed lamp-posts and seats adorned with sphinxes. It took another year to bring the Embankment as far as

  Blackfriars. Thirty-seven acres were retrieved from the stinking muddy foreshore of the Thames and added to London.




  Bazalgette’s genius lay in his sweeping vision combined with searching practicality. He designed the Embankment to cover the last of his great intercepting sewers. Not content – as

  surely most men would have been – with that, he incorporated in his design a duct to house gas, water and (later) electricity mains, and a tunnel for the underground railway. He used some of

  the reclaimed land for the gardens which still provide a pleasant riverside promenade. In 1870 Gladstone harboured plans to develop this new space with offices which would be so profitable that he

  could announce the end of the hated income tax, but he was fortunately thwarted.




  Work on the Albert Embankment on the other side of the river – a comparatively simple engineering project to Bazalgette, merely designed for flood prevention – began in 1866 and was

  completed in four years. It extended from Lambeth Palace to Vauxhall Bridge, resulting in a mile of reclaimed river bank on which Florence Nightingale’s newly designed St Thomas’s

  Hospital could be built. Now that the river no longer stank, patients could enjoy the fresh breezes, as well as the visual treat of Barry’s Palace of Westminster on the opposite bank. The

  third embankment, along the Chelsea reach, was finished in 1874. In all Bazalgette added 52 acres to London.




  There were a very few innovative traffic-controlling measures. In 1864 Colonel Pierpont had difficulty in crossing St James’s Street to his club. He found this intolerable so he bought

  himself a traffic island in the middle of the street.18 The Members of Parliament risking their lives to cross Bridge Street to get to the House took a

  different line; the first traffic light was installed there in 1868. At 20 feet high it efficiently replaced ‘the arm and gesticulation of a policeman’. It

  combined both coloured lamps – red to stop the traffic, green for ‘go’, there was no amber – and a ‘semaphore arm’ like a railway signal.19 The beginnings of a one-way system were applied in Albemarle Street when Humphry Davy’s lectures at the Royal Institution there became so popular with the educated

  classes that their carriages caused a traffic jam every time he was to speak; the carriages had to set down their occupants on the left-hand side. From 1867 omnibuses, too, had to set down

  passengers on the left-hand side of the road. But in general London traffic was a nightmare.




  The streets were constantly obstructed. There were 78 principal toll-bars or turnpike gates within 6 miles of Charing Cross, with 100 subsidiary ones to prevent rat-runs. They were not cleared

  away until 1864. Pedestrians, even pushing prams or wheelbarrows, did not have to pay, but the charge, which could be as much as 6d, must have deterred some small traders with donkey carts, making

  for the London markets. At least there were no tolls within the City. London Bridge was toll-free – and hideously overcrowded. (The toll on Blackfriars Bridge ended in 1785, but most other

  bridges charged tolls until 1877.) The pavements were often obstructed by utility works. The electric telegraph, that ‘most marvelous application of science’,20 was ‘carried in iron pipes under the foot pavements . . . Provisions, called testing posts, are made at intervals of a quarter of a mile along the streets, by which any

  failure . . . in the buried wires can be ascertained’ – just like the holes dug by modern utilities looking for leaks. A sewer worker might suddenly emerge from a manhole, or a London

  borough such as Finsbury, with no direct access to the river, might be cleaning its drains on to the road. The gas and water companies were always repairing their mains. Strings of fourteen or

  fifteen skeletal horses bound for the knackers’ yards, tied to carts carrying dead horses, made their way slowly through the traffic. In residential districts a couple of nice clean cows

  might be standing still while the milkmaid milked them straight into the customers’ jugs,21 and the traffic had to go round,

  or wait.




  Modern advertising stunts had begun. The birth of The Illustrated London News in 1842 was announced by a phalanx of 200 ‘peripatetic placards’ (sandwich-board men) walking

  through the streets. There was ‘a colossal hat, mounted on springs like a gig . . . dashing down Regent Street at the heels of a spirited horse, with the hat-maker’s name in large

  letters’.22 In 1859 the New Adelphi Theatre mounted a smash hit, called The Dead Heart; the manager of the theatre sent out sandwich-board

  men in heart-shaped billboards.23 The pressure of unregulated traffic inevitably brought accidents. In 1868 ‘there were no fewer than 200 deaths

  from injuries caused by horses and vehicles’.24 This may seem trifling to us, but it was not then, and accidents and collisions all meant crowds and

  delays, whether or not they were fatal.




  Meanwhile the suburbs were burgeoning. The commercial reorganisation of the City created a new class, clerks by the hundred. They needed somewhere to live, and they were not prepared to live in

  the central slums. The new property developers provided houses – mile upon mile of terraced houses, with two or three bedrooms, a kitchen, a living room, and a garden, some jerry-built but

  many soundly built and still, nowadays, a delight to live in, once a bathroom has been added. Prosperous businessmen and eminent professional men moved into elegant houses in Beckenham and Clapham.

  All round London the green fields gave way to bricks and mortar. The new suburbs were served by new roads. The London of 1843 shown on a map published by that invaluable institution The Society for

  the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge indicated Regent’s Park at the edge of the built-up area, and Victoria Park beyond the north-east fringe. Just nineteen years later Stanford, in compiling

  his Library Map of London and its Suburbs,25 found it necessary to include Clapton, well beyond Victoria Park; and Sydenham, Streatham,

  Wimbledon, Tooting, Wandsworth, Hammersmith, Hampstead, Highgate and Crouch End. Some of these places were not yet heavily built up, but they soon would be.
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  The main roads were surfaced with squared granite paving blocks or setts, ‘driven home by files of men wielding great wooden rammers which they lifted and let fall in

  unison’,26 making an appalling noise as they did so, or with ‘macadam’. This was a layer of large stones, then a layer of smaller ones,

  and finally a layer of gravel which was beaten into the crevices of the under-layers by the traffic, or a ‘huge iron or stone cylinder painfully hauled by ten or a dozen

  navvies’.27 That was at least the theory. Unfortunately the ‘drift’ from the top layer tended to block the gullies at the sides of the

  roads. The problem was not solved until the whole thing could be stuck together with bitumen or tar – our tarmac. Meanwhile the macadamised streets of the fashionable quarters were

  ‘covered with gravel, and carefully watered . . . to keep down the dust and deaden the rumbling of the carriages and the step of the horses’,28 and if someone were gravely ill, straw was laid in the street outside the house, to give the invalid some quiet.




  Some side streets were still cobbled. Some streets, for example outside the Central Criminal Court (the Old Bailey), were surfaced with wood blocks in the hope of enabling proceedings to be

  audible, since wood made less road noise. But wood had its own problems. In Cheapside in the summer ‘the dust used to rise, palpable to taste and smell, higher than the first-floor windows,

  churned up by the perpetual whirl of carriages’.29 And frost made it slippery. ‘The omnibus horses have been obliged to go circuitous routes

  to avoid wooden pavement’.30
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