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  Prologue




  Darkest England




  It was in June 1832 that Fraser’s Magazine first warned its readers of the existence of a new and

  well-organized criminal class whose leaders acted as patrons of crime, arranging the disposal of stolen goods, and even regulating the admission of new members to their fraternity as if they had

  been nominating apprentices to an honourable craft. Such men thrived upon the certainties that the profits of the profession had grown large and that the chances of detection were remote. Carried

  away by its belief in this distinct sub-class of society, the magazine described its members as a criminal ‘club’, something to be known more commonly as an underworld.




  The criminal class of the Victorian age, as distinct from the life of the underclass which usually sheltered it, was more easily recognized than defined. What was criminal often lay in the eye

  and the mind of the beholder. Begging, for example, was a last resort of poverty but also a traditional form of the trickster’s art. The Society for the Suppression of Mendacity, founded in

  1818, now required beggars to provide evidence of genuine distress and to face prosecution as impostors if they could not.




  Even if prostitution were regarded as a facet of the criminal underworld, its practitioners seldom matched the stereotype of the diseased harpy weaving the nation’s winding-sheet. There

  were many women who belonged to the profession when times were bad in the slop-shops of the tailoring trade, for example, and who left the streets again for their former employment when conditions

  improved. Most of the women on the streets regarded prostitution as a transition from maidenhood to marriage, rather than as membership of a class outside the law. Most were proved right.




  Even the act of theft might be the work of a professional cracksman at one extreme and, at the other, the stealing of an apple from a barrow as an act of childish bravado. The act of the child

  who stole the apple shaded into the systematic thefts from Thames barges by gangs of little ‘mudlarks’, and thence into juvenile pickpocketing and professional house-breaking.




  The underclass of the cities, hostile to the police and suspicious of the law, was a natural refuge of the habitual criminal. Yet many accomplished forgers and burglars of mid-Victorian England

  were sheltered within a professional class, their appearance and surroundings far removed from those of Bill Sikes and the Artful Dodger. Edward Agar, a man of business, led the Great Bullion

  Robbery in 1855; James Townshend Saward, barrister of the Inner Temple, was unmasked as ‘Jem the Penman’; those who emptied the Bank of England of £100,000 in 1873 were

  habitués of the best hotels and travelled the world in considerable comfort, one reputedly having been a rebellious Harvard undergraduate; Harry Benson, who brought the Detective Police of

  Scotland Yard to ruin in 1877, had education and property, and a cosmopolitan persuasiveness equally effective in New York, Paris and London. A leavening of proletarian criminality by the cad and

  the bounder was never plainer than in the theft of the regalia known as ‘The Irish Crown Jewels’ from a closely guarded safe in Dublin Castle, six years after the end of

  Victoria’s reign. This crime was the work of two officers and gentlemen, one of them brother to the polar explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton. His alibi witness was the late Queen’s

  son-in-law, the Duke of Argyll.




  Precise description and location of a criminal class were made no easier by a new mobility and a chameleon-like adaptation to new surroundings. On 17 January 1857, The Times lectured its

  readers on the manner in which professional burglars were travelling by railway, often in first-class carriages, moving from town to town with a speed that the police could scarcely match. London

  pickpockets travelled England and Continental Europe in search of opportunities, shadowing well-heeled tourists to the Irish lakes or the French spas and operating on the fringes of

  businessmen’s gatherings at Manchester and in the North.




  Crime shared the benefits of industrial progress. In 1839, a Report of the Royal Commission on a Constabulary Force revealed that burglars and safe-breakers in London were having tools made to

  the highest standards by the craftsmen of Birmingham, Sheffield and those other cities of the Midlands and the North that formed ‘The Workshop of England’.




  Such a professional underworld was largely synonymous in the public mind with the outcasts of London. The capital’s population grew from 1,873,676 in 1841 to 4,232,118 in 1891, and the

  proportion of the nation’s population which lived in the city rose by almost a quarter during those years. The 1851 census identified 13,120 criminals and 6,849 prostitutes in London. Other

  towns or cities might sometimes have more criminals proportionately but none could individually approach the number of offences committed in London nor offer such promising material for the study

  of criminality.




  Indeed, figures for crime and criminals in the provinces appeared increasingly unreliable. As early as 1845, Friedrich Engels in The Condition of the Working Class in England had claimed

  a seven-fold increase in crime from 1805 to 1842, based on the number of suspects arrested. Yet a new form of policing had been introduced from 1829 onwards and the later figures revealed only that

  a greater number of offenders had been caught. By 1895, the Home Office Committee on Statistics complained that for many years the police forces in Birmingham, Liverpool, Bradford and Manchester

  had been unable to agree on what constituted either a known thief or a suspicious character. The committee dismissed the previously accepted figures as being of no value in trying to compare crime

  across the country. London, however, had enjoyed the advantage of being more intensively documented, the subject of such classic studies as Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor

  and Dr William Acton’s Prostitution.




  In the English provinces during the early years of the Queen’s reign habitual criminals were itinerant for good reasons. The Report of the Royal Commission on a Constabulary Force, which

  had deplored the trade in burglars’ tools, also recorded the migration of suspects from those areas that were now policed to those which remained ‘unprotected’. Any observer of

  the streets and race meetings of the 1850s might have noticed how the swindler who challenged passers-by to try their luck at the Three-Card Trick or Three-Thimbles-and-a-Pea was disappearing from

  city pavements, where a policeman on the beat might pass every twenty minutes, only to reappear on the safer ground of country fairs or racecourses.




  According to Henry Worsley in Juvenile Depravity (1849) there was a difference in the quality of crime between the professionalism of London and the feckless offenders of the countryside.

  Poaching and petty larceny, rather than the metropolitan sophistication of forgery or house-breaking, characterized rural crime. Such acts scarcely represented the existence of a rural underworld.

  Most villagers, indeed, did not regard the stealing of game as morally wrong. In Worsley’s view, the game laws themselves were as much a cause of crime as the beer shops and lodging-houses of

  the cities.




  Even the metropolitan underworld was more elusive than the continued existence of the old criminal ‘rookeries’ might suggest. Working-class districts gave refuge to the humble

  dodgers, who lived by tricks and cheats, and to better-dressed burglars or swindlers of the swell mob. The best safe-breakers were found in the affluence of Russell Square and in quiet prosperity

  at addresses in Newington Causeway and the New Kent Road, looking like the successful businessmen they might otherwise have been.




  Many who followed such crafts as forgery or coining chose the little streets of districts along the river, forming a community with costermongers and artisans. When there was trouble, the

  community was apt to take their side against the law. The costers sold fruit, vegetables, fish and other merchandise from their street barrows. They were naturally hostile to the police, whose duty

  it was to clear the streets of such obstructions as market barrows, hence depriving the traders of a livelihood. When the constabulary arrived to arrest a coiner, coster neighbours saw only an

  intrusion by a common enemy.




  Those thieves or prostitutes who were precariously placed between crime and destitution might withdraw to the congested slums of the ‘rookeries’, the Devil’s Acre in

  Westminster, Jacob’s Island in Bermondsey, and the ‘Holy Land’, containing the adjacent rookeries of St Giles’s and the Seven Dials, just east of the Charing Cross Road.

  These rotting tenements and taverns of an earlier century were not swept away by any single great act of social reform. They disappeared piecemeal from the landscape of London between the time when

  New Oxford Street was driven through part of St Giles’s in the 1840s and the final redevelopment of Westminster half a century later. The crimes associated with them, as Superintendent

  Cornish of Scotland Yard remarked, were cleared from such areas and dispersed across London.




  The Victorian criminal worked under three legacies of the recent past. The first of these, the gradual abolition of the so-called ‘Bloody Code’ of laws and

  punishments, followed the appointment of Sir Robert Peel as Home Secretary in 1822. In 1800, there had been more than 160 crimes for which the death penalty might be inflicted. At its worst, this

  code permitted the execution of children and prescribed hanging for trivial thefts. By the end of the 1830s, few capital offences remained apart from murder and treason. Hanging, however, continued

  to provide entertainment outside Newgate Gaol and other prisons until public executions were abolished in 1868.




  A second change in the life of the criminal was less welcome. The penalty for professional failure was usually imprisonment. Until the 1830s, it was possible to live as well in gaol as it had

  been when gin shops had competed within the prison walls and the admission of women had enlivened the last hours of the condemned. The moralists of the new reign frowned upon such regimes as that

  under which prisoners with money were permitted to live in the Governor of Newgate’s house with their own servants, their meals brought in from taverns or coffee houses. Time was passed by

  less influential inmates in drinking or in playing cards, tennis, skittles or billiards. In 1836, the new Prison Commissioners were outraged to see men in Newgate so drunk that they could not sit

  upright, let alone stand. Even though it was not as easy to import women into prison by this time, a male prisoner who claimed to be the relative of a female prisoner might be given free access to

  her.




  To the 1840s, however, crime was a contagion. New prisons were built, dedicated to the proposition that each prisoner was to live in a species of solitary confinement, unable to communicate with

  any other convict, and that each should be masked by a Scotch cap, so that when prisoners saw one another identification was impossible. The provisions were known as the ‘silent system’

  and the ‘separate system’.




  Resistance was to be broken by the crank, the tread-wheel, and shot drill, but most effectively by removal of food from a diet already meagre, until the rebel or malingerer wearied of

  near-starvation. As the system of transportation to penal colonies in Australia was progressively abolished in the 1850s and 1860s, some of the rigours of that system were incorporated in a new

  category of detention called ‘penal servitude’. Though transportation ceased, convict hulks remained as floating prisons at locations like Woolwich, and at Portland until its prison was

  built.




  The most novel deterrent to crime was a third legacy of the 1830s, the advent of the new police forces which had been initiated by Sir Robert Peel’s Act for improving the police in and

  near the Metropolis’ in June 1829. City watchmen had been ineffective and the Bow Street Runners, inaugurated by Henry Fielding and his half-brother Sir John Fielding in 1753, invited

  corruption and derision alike by recruiting former thieves and offering them rewards. Peel proposed London’s first centralized and professional police. Within ten years, its officers were

  sufficiently well established to have drawn upon themselves the hostility of much of the working population and a suspicion that many of them had been corrupted by brothel-keepers, pornographers

  and others who wished to trade undisturbed.




  On its creation, the Metropolitan Police contained no detective force, a concession to objections to ‘police espionage’ upon free citizens. It was only after two murder

  investigations, which the police were thought to have bungled, that a Detective Police division was created at Scotland Yard in 1842. This consisted of two inspectors and six sergeants. Yet the new

  detectives were hampered by rules that forbad any association with suspected criminals or underworld informants, rules that stemmed from a fear of police corruption and of espionage upon the

  innocent.




  By 1869, the Detective Police at Scotland Yard had been increased from ten to twenty-seven, with 188 officers in the other Metropolitan divisions. Overall, Metropolitan Police manpower grew from

  1,000 in 1829 to 9,000 forty years later. The installation of an electric telegraph in 1868 linked Scotland Yard with the divisions and in 1870 a Register of Habitual Criminals was set up.

  Criminals migrated to areas where work was easier. As late as 1856 some 40 per cent of counties still relied on the ancient system of law enforcement whereby a justice of the peace worked with a

  parish constable.




  Setbacks to policing in London marked the latter half of the Victorian age. A successful prosecution for police perjury and a corruption trial which destroyed the entire system of detective

  policing at Scotland Yard resulted in the new Criminal Investigation Department with its Special Branch by 1884. Indeed, in the 1860s critics of police methods and evidence had already raised the

  issue of wrongful convictions through newspapers like the Daily Telegraph and the campaigns of senior lawyers like William Ballantine. Even incontrovertible scientific evidence proved to be

  nothing of the sort.




  To a twentieth-century reader, the Victorian fight against crime may have a certain familiarity. England in the 1840s and 1850s, no less than in the 1940s and 1950s, was apt to

  believe that statistics proved crime to be out of control and to regret that harsher penalties had been abolished. This unease enabled Victorian documentary writers of the buccaneering genius of

  Henry Mayhew to excite middle-class interest in a self-portrayal of the poor and the dishonest. Edwin Chadwick had already brought to life the voices of young prostitutes and thieves in Manchester

  and Liverpool. Mayhew and his assistants spanned a dozen years in the life of the capital.




  The 1860s, no less than the 1960s, seemed like a decade of release from years of sombre austerity. Prostitution and flamboyant sexuality were a source of scandal but also an emblem of the new

  nightlife of the West End with its lamplit pleasure-gardens, assembly rooms, parks and casinos. The rebellion of a younger and more Bohemian generation of Victorians against its elders found

  expression in pleasures and provocation, a subversion of propriety through pornography and bawdry.




  As flamboyance faded, the 1870s like the 1970s called to account corruption at the heart of Scotland Yard. By the 1880s, mid-century hedonism was checked. Prostitution, which had appropriated

  the term ‘gay’ to describe itself twenty years earlier, became largely synonymous with child abuse and white slavery. Denunciation of such evils culminated in 1885 in the trials of Mary

  Jeffries, as a white slaver, and W. T. Stead, who had campaigned with ill-advised enthusiasm for a law to curb such outrages. Immoral publications, now including the novels of Zola and Maupassant,

  fell under scrutiny and prosecution by the National Vigilance Association. Public decency was policed by an unappealing alliance of prudery and prurience. Libraries and booksellers, as the young

  novelist George Moore protested, demanded from authors and publishers a fiction of moral correctness intended for, even if not written by, what he called ‘young unmarried women’.

  Prostitution withdrew to the shadows and pornography fled to Paris.




  The underworld of the 1850s was eclipsed at the century’s end by dramas of serial killers, the wraith of ‘Jack the Ripper’ or Dr Neill Cream, the Lambeth Poisoner. Serial

  killers were not new and crime itself had altered little, being one of the more conservative professions, where the penalty of failure discourages mere fashionable innovation. Yet the public

  appetite grew for tales of white slavery and multiple murder, the sensationalism of the Pall Mall Gazette prevailing over the social reality of London Labour and the London Poor.




  Though fashions in the literature of true crime changed at the end of the Victorian period, it was Henry Mayhew and his assistants at mid-century who had opened the doors of

  their middle-class readers on the worlds of crime and deprivation. Photography and a new system of shorthand enabled them to bring the present alive to contemporaries and their successors with

  unparalleled vitality. From 1849 to 1862, Mayhew preserved word by word self-portraits of street-folk, lodging-house inmates, beggars, prostitutes, pickpockets, house-breakers and cracksmen who

  would have gone to their graves in silence at any earlier time. He gave to the world what Leslie Stephen, writing of the State Trials transcripts in 1892, described as ‘the actual

  utterance of men struggling in the dire grip of unmitigated realities’.




  Mayhew was to Victorian journalism what Dickens was to the novel. By contrast with the methodical approach of social investigators like Edwin Chadwick or the statistical exposition of the 1840s,

  his was a commercial and popular undertaking, written in the first place for the morning papers and then for those who would read his account of poverty and crime in penny parts. He was, after all,

  a dramatist and a former editor of Punch. In interviewing prostitutes, thieves and beggars, he relied upon the work of his assistants, ‘Bracebridge Hemyng’, alias Samuel

  Bracebridge, John Binny and Andrew Halliday, known in the theatres of London for his dramas of London’s outcasts. A last volume, The Criminal Prisons of London (1862), was to be

  completed by John Binny, after financial problems forced Mayhew to retire abroad.




  This present path through the underworld of the Victorian age begins in Mayhew’s company.
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	Taking the census in the dark arches of the Adelphi, 1861


  




  







  


  

  Crime




  Chapter One




  Victoria’s Other London




  In 1851, while London was trumpeted by the catalogue of the Great Exhibition as the showplace of ‘the industrial

  triumphs of the whole world’, Henry Mayhew concluded his Preface to London Labour and the London Poor by remarking that the extent of ‘misery, ignorance, and vice, amidst all the

  wealth and great knowledge of “the first city in the world”, is, to say the least, a national disgrace to us’. Mayhew, this ‘clever and earnest-minded writer’, as

  Thackeray called him, had been born in 1812. He became a dramatist and either composed or popularized ‘Villikins and his Dinah’, a comic song of doomed cockney lovers, introduced in his

  play The Wandering Minstrel. Like Charles Dickens, he was also a correspondent of the liberal Morning Chronicle before he began his survey, which he called in the Preface to his first

  volume a ‘first attempt to publish the history of a people, from the lips of the people themselves’.1




  Unlike Dickens, Mayhew had Mr Gradgrind’s enthusiasm for facts and figures, though only so far as they demonstrated the curiosities of the city in which he lived. He wanted to know how

  many people slept in a room and how many to a bed in the ‘low lodging-houses’. He calculated the earnings of costermongers and prostitutes, scavengers and flower-girls, the sizes of

  families and the rates of death. He listed the lives of beggars and burglars, how safes were opened and shopkeepers swindled. He tabled the daily and weekly income of sewer-hunters and showed that

  a sweep’s boy could earn a shilling a day in street Harlequinades but was fed on sixpence halfpenny when he worked at his trade.




  It was characteristic of Mayhew that he should include a careful analysis of ‘Food Consumed by and Excretions of a Horse in Twenty-Four Hours’. With enthusiastic pedantry, he weighed

  the animal’s food and excreta ‘in their fresh state’, and tabulated the figures to the last gramme – or to the last ounce for those who preferred a more homely unit of

  measurement. Neither his system nor its conclusions were comic in themselves. He calculated that each horse deposited over forty pounds of dung a day in London’s streets, a ton in less than

  two months. Multiplied by the tens of thousands of working horses in a city crossed by 150,000 vehicles a day, this posed a formidable problem of health and civic cleanliness. Children, less

  winsome than Little Jo in Bleak House, owed their livelihoods and early deaths to the need to whisk a path across the insanitary streets with their brooms so that their betters might walk

  unsullied. More rebellious spirits were not sorry to see the ‘aristocracy’ sullied. As a scavenger who shovelled night-soil from the streets told Mayhew, laughing as he talked of it,

  someone might ‘run off to complain that he’s been splashed o’ purpose’ by the human ‘slop’ which was tipped into the scavengers’ carts.2




  The investigations of Mayhew and his colleagues, which eventually filled four volumes, were first published in twopenny parts. By no means all of those who told their stories in these pages were

  criminals, yet most remained a law unto themselves. An underclass, which nourished an underworld, was bred among the costermongers and the people of the city streets. Thanks to Mayhew’s

  skill, the men and women of those streets still tell their stories through his survey, in words as clear and vigorous as if they had been spoken yesterday.




  It was the first point in English history at which this could readily have been done. In recording the words of street-traders and beggars, thieves and prostitutes, entertainers and tricksters,

  Mayhew and his contemporaries relied upon shorthand. Though available in a more primitive form to Pepys two centuries earlier, it was not adequately systematized in England until Isaac

  Pitman’s Stenographic Sound Hand in 1837.




  By such means, Mayhew brought to his middle-class readership what Thackeray in 1850 called ‘a picture of human life so wonderful, so awful, so piteous and pathetic, so exciting and

  terrible, that readers of romances own they never read anything like to it . . . these wonders have been lying by your door and mine ever since we had a door of our own. We had but to go a hundred

  yards off and see for ourselves, but we never did.’3




  As far back as 1831, when the government began to investigate the conditions of the urban poor for fear of a cholera epidemic, Charles Greville, as Clerk to the Privy Council, noted that

  ‘The reports from Sunderland exhibit a state of human misery, and necessarily of moral degradation, such as I hardly ever heard of.’ Almost three hundred miles to the south, in Bethnal

  Green, 1,100 people were ‘crammed into the poor-house, five and six in a bed; 6,000 receive parochial relief. The Parish is in debt . . . what can Government do?’ Thereafter, blue books

  and Poor Law reports had contained a mass of information, telling the government what it could – and should – do for the deserving poor. Mayhew’s achievement was to give reality

  and humanity to the findings of such investigations.4




  He first drew a distinction between those who were destitute or starving and those who had chosen to live beyond the missionary reach of bourgeois society. An extensive population of the London

  streets consisted first of a self-confident coster community, numbering some 30,000 who traded in fruit, vegetables and fish from market barrows. With its familiar caps and carts, it traded upon

  its wits and usually in opposition to the newly constituted Metropolitan Police. Secondly, there was an army of outdoor workers, many of them like the garment-makers or the Spitalfields weavers

  earning starvation wages of a few shillings a week and living on a pauper diet of buttered bread and tea. The two groups were augmented by a third in the 1840s and the 1850s, a wandering tribe of

  hawkers, street-entertainers and beggars, drawn to London in the hope of better times than could be found in the new industrial cities or impoverished villages. Their prospects were reflected by

  Tennyson in two famous lines of ‘Locksley Hall’, as the farmer’s boy turns his back upon his father’s fields:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              And at night along the dusky highway, near and nearer drawn.




              Sees in heaven the light of London flaring like a dreary dawn.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The consequence of many such adventures was described no less poetically by an itinerant tin-ware seller in the 1850s. ‘I resolved to go to London – the theatre of

  all my misery to come.’5




  Between 1800 and 1850, the compact and familiar topography of London with its farm-carts and windmills had expanded from an eighteenth-century city of 865,000 people to a metropolis of some two

  and a half million. Those streets which had seen the harvest of nearby fields and orchards borne through them fifty years earlier were now crowded by carts, cabs, twopenny buses, costers’

  barrows, coffee stalls and towering portable advertisements drawn slowly through the West End to publicize the latest waxwork show, or firework display, or bal masqué at the Holborn

  Assembly Rooms.
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	  Gustave Doré, A view from Brewery Bridge to St Paul’s, showing the interlinking of rookery tenements, 1872


	


  




  From Regent Street to the Ratcliffe Highway, from the criminal haunts of St Giles’s rookery to the costers’ ‘penny gaffs’ or the Lambeth street-markets on a Saturday

  night, Mayhew caught the life of the common people of mid-Victorian London with the precision of a tape-recording. His was a city of coal-heavers and dock-labourers, dolly-mops and magsmen,

  cabinet-makers and seamstresses, bug-hunters and mudlarks. Above all, he immortalized the tribes of wandering street-folk, from beggars and ballad singers to running-patterers and the street

  fire-king.




  The variety of street-traders and entertainers sounds as much in keeping with Elizabethan London as with the capital of Victoria’s empire. In the streets of the 1850s, Mayhew recorded the

  lives of death-and-fire-hunters, chanters, second-edition sellers, reciters, conundrum-sellers, board-workers, strawers, sellers of sham-indecent publications, street-auctioneers, mountebanks,

  clowns, jugglers, conjurers, ring-sellers-for-wagers, sovereign-sellers, corn-curers, grease-removers, French-polishers, blacking-sellers, nostrum-vendors, fortune-tellers, oratorical beggars,

  turnpike sailors, various classes of ‘lurkers’, stenographic-card sellers and vendors of racecards or lists.




  In the end, Mayhew’s work was not to be remembered for its curious tables of figures but for a philosophy which put him on equal terms with the criminal and the dispossessed. ‘A

  touch of nature’, he wrote, ‘makes all the world akin.’6




  Mayhew’s survey of London included fine set-piece descriptions, such as his panorama of the docks at Wapping and Shadwell or his progress through the Lambeth

  street-markets on Saturday night and Sunday morning. The drinking habits of the labouring class had made Sunday morning markets necessary to a wife who could not find her husband and his wages

  before the ‘confusion and uproar’ of the previous night’s markets quietened. ‘The system of paying the mechanic late on the Saturday night – and more particularly of

  paying a man his wages in a public house – when he is tired with his day’s work – lures him to the tavern.’ By the time his wife found him, a Sunday market was the only

  chance of getting their dinner. Drink remained a temptation to both sexes. Shoplifting on working days was frequently the result of the wife going out to buy food, meeting her friends and saying,

  ‘I have not much to get the old man’s dinner but we can have a quartern of gin.’




  Despite last-minute Sunday purchases, however, the infernal glow of the Lambeth markets in the New Cut on Saturday nights in the 1850s was the true climax of the week’s trading. It was

  also an introduction to the resilient and subversive world of the costers.




  

    

      There are hundreds of stalls, and every stall has its one or two lights, either it is illuminated by the intense white light of the new self-generating gas-lamp, or else it

      is brightened up by the red smoky flame of the old-fashioned grease-lamp. One man shows off his yellow haddock with a candle stuck in a bundle of firewood; his neighbour makes a candlestick of

      a huge turnip, and the tallow gutters over its sides; whilst the boy shouting ‘Eight a penny, stunning pears!’ has rolled his dip in a thick coat of brown paper, that flares away

      with the candle.7


    


  




  Some of the stalls were lit by a crimson glow from the holes in the baked-chestnut stove, while others boasted handsome octahedral lamps. A few costers were content with a

  candle shining through a sieve. From end to end of the street, the voices of the barrow boys merged into a salesman’s raucous litany. ‘Chestnuts all ’ot, a penny a score. . . . An

  ’aypenny a skin, blacking. . . . Three-a-penny Yarmouth bloaters. . . . Who’ll buy a bonnet for fourpence?’ In the background were the Lambeth shops, the sparkling ground-glass

  globes of the tea-dealers, and the butchers’ gaslights streaming and fluttering in the wind like flags of flame. From a distance, the sky above the market suggested that the New Cut was on

  fire from end to end.




  It was in markets like this that Mayhew’s readers met the costers at first hand. If the two social groups converged again, it was probably in theatres south of the river such as the

  Coburg, which was later to abandon its official title in favour of the popular nickname of the ‘Old Wick’ or ‘Old Vic’. Respectability and family occupied the stalls. The

  costers colonized the gallery, the largest in London, into which two thousand patrons could be packed. It extended so far backwards that, at the rear, coster boys took turns to sit on one

  another’s shoulders for a view of the stage far below.




  On Saturday nights a surging crowd waited in the streets and on the wooden gallery stairs for the earlier performance to end. After the later house had begun, little boys begged for the ticket

  stubs of those coming out in the course of it, which entitled the holders to return to the performance later. The stubs, unwanted by the original purchasers, could then be sold for a penny to those

  who would go in for the last part of the performance.




  Classics of English drama were not popular with the coster audience. ‘Of Hamlet we can make neither head nor side,’ said one of the costers, suggesting that the play should be

  cut to the appearance of the ghost, the scene in the graveyard, and the ‘killing off’ at the end. ‘Macbeth would be better liked if it was only the witches and the

  fighting.’ Plays were dull compared with the singers of flash songs and the dancing by lightly dressed girls in the so-called ‘penny gaffs’, the song and dance entertainments of

  the shabbier streets. Some of the costers’ comments might have dismayed the white-chokered missionaries of the middle class. ‘The “penny gaffs” is rather more in my

  style,’ said one coster lad to Mayhew, ‘the songs are out and out, and makes our gals laugh. The smuttier the better. I thinks, bless you, the gals likes it as much as we do.’




  The theatrical diet of the Old Vic consisted of more respectable singing, dancing and melodrama. Its gallery was filled with men whose jackets were removed to reveal ragged shirts and braces,

  their women hanging bonnets over the gallery rail so that they would not obstruct the view of those behind.




  

    

      As you look up the vast slanting mass of heads from the upper boxes, each one appears on the move. The huge black heap, dotted with faces, and spotted with white shirt

      sleeves, almost pains the eye to look at, and should a clapping of hands commence, the twinkling nearly blinds you.


    


  




  Small boys, arriving late at the back of the gallery and not able to find a view of the stage, would double themselves into a ball and roll down over the heads of those in

  front, causing a trail of confusion and retaliatory blows, until they came to rest at a better vantage point. Fights broke out constantly in the gallery and the din was such that the orchestra

  could only be heard in its louder passages. While the curtain remained down and the musicians played, the gallery bawled, ‘Pull up that there winder blind!’ or ‘Now then you

  catgut scrapers! Let’s have a ha’purth of liveliness!’ With the raising of the curtain, the roars of ‘Silence! Ord-a-ar! Ord-a-ar!’ contributed to a continuing

  din.




  

    

      Whilst the pieces are going on, brown flat bottles are frequently raised to the mouth, and between the acts a man with a tin can, glittering in the gas-light, goes round

      crying, ‘Port-a-a-a-r! Who’s for port-a-a-a-r!’ As the heat increased the faces grew bright red, every bonnet was taken off, and the ladies could be seen wiping the

      perspiration from their cheeks with the playbills.8


    


  




  The educational effect of such dramas as were performed seemed questionable. A maiden of melodrama pleading for her father’s life was greeted with shouts of ‘Speak

  up, old girl!’ or ‘Change it to “Duck-Legged Dick!”’ A braver heroine fighting off her ravishers was urged on by yells of ‘Go it, my tulip!’




  Such theatrical experiences, combined with the street recitations of the running-patterer listing the contents of his pamphlets which retailed famous murders and sexual scandals, made up much of

  the formal education of the audiences at the ‘Wick’. Beyond that, it seemed that neither education nor religion had penetrated far among the costers, either in the East End or south of

  the river. Mayhew persuaded a boy who had been in the theatre’s gallery to give some account of his religious and general knowledge.




  

    

      Yes, he had ’eered of God, who made the world. Couldn’t exactly recollec’ when he’d heer’d on him. Didn’t know when the world was made

      or how anybody could do it. It was afore his time, ‘or yourn either, sir.’ Knew there was a book called the Bible; didn’t know what it was about; didn’t mind to know;

      knew of such a book to a sartinty, because a young ’oman took one to pop (pawn) for an old ’oman what was on the spree – a bran new ’un – but the cove

      wouldn’t have it, and the old ’oman said he might be damned. Never heer’d tell on the deluge; of the world having been drownded. . . . He weren’t a going to fret hisself

      for such things as that. Didn’t know what happened to people after death, only that they was buried. . . . Had heer’d on another world; wouldn’t mind if he was there hisself,

      if he could do better, for things was often queer here. Had heered on it from a tailor – such a clever cove, a stunner – as went to ’Straliar, and heer’d him say he was

      going into another world.


    


  




  From religion, they moved to geography and astronomy, and then back to religion again.




  

    

      Had never heer’d of France, but had heer’d of Frenchmen; there wasn’t half a quarter so many on ’em as of Italians, with their ear-rings, like flash

      gals. . . . Had heer’d of Ireland. Didn’t know where it was, but it couldn’t be very far, or such lots wouldn’t come from there to London. Should say they walked it,

      aye, every bit of the way. Had heer’d of people going to sea, and had seen the ships in the river, but didn’t know nothing about it, for he was very seldom that way. The sun was

      made of fire or it wouldn’t make you feel so warm. The stars was fire, too, or they wouldn’t shine. . . . Didn’t know how far they was off; a jolly sight higher than the gas

      lights, some on ’em was. Was never in a church; had heer’d they worship God there; didn’t know how it was done; had heer’d singing and playing inside when he’d

      passed; never was there, for he hadn’t no togs to go in, and wouldn’t be let in among such swells as he had seen coming out. Was a ignorant chap, for he’d never been to

      school, but was up to many a move and didn’t do bad. Mother said he would make his fortin yet.


    


  




  Finally the boy was questioned about history and literature.




  

    

      Had heer’d on the Duke of Wellington; he was Old Nosey; didn’t think he ever seed him, but had seed his statty. Hadn’t heer’d of the battle of

      Waterloo, nor who it was atween. Once lived in Webber-row; Waterloo Road. Thought he had heer’d speak of Bonaparte; didn’t know what he was; thought he had heer’d of

      Shakespeare, but didn’t know whether he was alive or dead, and didn’t care. A man with something like that name kept a dolly and did stunning; but he was such a hard cove that if

      he was dead it wouldn’t matter. Had seen the Queen but didn’t recollec’ her name just at the minute; oh! yes, Wictoria and Albert. Had no notion what the Queen

      had to do. Should think she hadn’t such power as the Lord Mayor or as Mr Norton as was the Lambeth beak, and perhaps is still.9


    


  




  This was typical of many more answers to Mayhew’s questions and suggested that there were areas of London as uninstructed by Christianity as the remotest regions of the

  empire. When Mayhew asked one of the costers if he had heard of Jesus Christ as his Redeemer, the man thought only of his best clothes which were in pawn. ‘Our Redeemer? Well, I only wish I

  could redeem my Sunday togs from my “uncle’s”.’10




  The Christian doctrine of forgiving one’s enemies was regarded with scepticism, if not scorn. One of the coster boys had been told something of such a religion and was unimpressed.

  ‘I have heered a little about our Saviour – they seem to say he were a goodish kind of man; but if he says as how a cove’s to forgive a feller as hits you, I should say he

  know’d nothing about it.’ When a coster girl was hit by her boy, explanations seemed superfluous. ‘In coorse the gals the lads goes and lives with thinks our walloping of

  ’em wery cruel of us, but we don’t. Why don’t we? – because we don’t.’ It was not uncommon for a boy to be living with a girl by fifteen, sometimes thirteen.

  This was not illegal, since the age of consent until 1875 was twelve. Moreover, the average age of death in the poorer areas was seventeen. Those who were to be the parents of the next generation

  were encouraged to begin adult life early. As Mayhew noted of a boy who took a girl at fifteen, ‘It creates no disgust among this class, but seems rather to give him a position among such

  people.’11




  From the coster girls of the East End, Mayhew recorded an interview with one who assured him that ‘I daresay there ain’t ten out of a hundred gals what’s living with men,

  what’s been married Church of England fashion. . . . Perhaps a man will have a few words with his gal, and he’ll say, “Oh, I ain’t obligated to keep her!” and

  he’ll turn her out: and then where’s that poor gal to go?’ It might seem that, as the patrician order of Victorian England was too powerful to bow to Mrs Grundy, a

  playwright’s creation as censor of sexual morals, the working class was too poor to afford the trappings of conformity. Among the costers, however, there was a more general alienation from

  the moral precepts of those who regarded themselves as their betters. In this case, whether the couple had words or the girl became pregnant, the result was much the same, according to this

  informant. ‘When the gal is in the family way, the lads mostly sends them to the workhouse to lay in, and only goes sometimes to take them a bit of tea and shugger. . . . I’ve often

  heerd the boys boasting of having ruined gals, for all the world as if they was the finest noblemen in the land.’12




  If coster boys beat their girls, it was perhaps because in childhood they themselves had been used to being beaten by their masters and mistresses. Moreover, marriage might be an exception but

  jealousy was the rule. ‘If I seed my gal talking to another chap,’ said a sixteen-year-old, ‘I’d fetch her sich a punch of the nose as should plaguy quick stop the whole

  business.’ Another lad told Mayhew ‘with a knowing look’, of a curiosity of coster life. He insisted ‘that the gals – it was a rum thing now he come to think on it

  – axully liked a feller for walloping them. As long as the bruises hurted, she was always thinking on the cove as gived ’em her.’13




  While the costers and their kind might excuse their own methods of settling domestic disputes, they were intolerant of such ill-treatment elsewhere. When Marshal Haynau of Austria visited

  England, he was known as the man who had ordered the whipping of women in northern Italy for their resistance to his army’s occupation. On his English visit, the draymen of Barclay and

  Perkins brewery tried to knock him down and to drop a barrel on his head. Swag-shops supplying the street-traders encouraged this by showing his caricature in their windows with ‘some

  implement of torture in his hand’.




  Mayhew’s coster girl readily conceded that she had been a fortunate exception to the usual fate of her kind. She was eighteen years old, one of six children. Her father had occasional

  employment, fitting and mending gas-pipes in the street. He was one of those ‘costermongering mechanics’, as they were called, who had been driven to such alien trades because they

  lacked the true coster’s trading skill. The girl’s mother sold apples and supplemented this by charring. Even though times were often hard, a certain amount of middle-class culture

  – including some ability to read – had found its way to the children of the family.




  Unlike many coster girls, her parents had not turned her out into the street at twelve or thirteen to survive as best she could. Her mother insisted, however, that the girl must take on the

  trade of selling apples from a basket, while the mother herself went to look for more work as a charwoman. Mayhew reported that the girl’s voice was ‘husky from shouting apples’.

  She carried a basket on her head, covering it with a plaid shawl and protecting her hair from it with a badly crushed velvet bonnet. It was common for a girl to be put to work in this way at seven

  years old and to be punished by her mother if she failed to sell her basket of fruit.




  ‘Yes mother’s very fair that way. Ah! there’s many a gal I know whose back has to suffer if she don’t sell her stock well; but, thank God! I never get more than a blowing

  up. My parents is very fair to me.’14




  Throughout the interview during which, as Mayhew described it, the girl dropped a curtsy each time he asked a question, the same theme recurred: ‘My parents is very fair to me.’




  Whatever the hardships of coster life, those who lived it were not the poorest of the poor. They could afford drink and entertainment. From the songs and dancing of the penny gaff they made

  their way to the pipe-smoking and card schools of the beer shops, of which there were some four hundred in London during the 1850s. ‘In a full room of card-players, the groups are all

  shrouded in tobacco smoke, and from them are heard constant sounds . . . “I’m low, and Ped’s high.” “Tip and me’s game.” “Fifteen four and a flush of

  five.”’ Bets were laid by the onlookers as well as the players. Other men in the room played shove halfpenny or skittles. Impromptu boxing matches were staged between coster boys for

  the prize of a pint of beer, the winner being he who first drew blood by giving his opponent a ‘noser’. There were no other rules.15




  Social occasions included ‘twopenny hops’, restricted to costers and attended by men and women from fourteen to forty-five. The dancing had little in common with the Victorian

  ballroom but consisted of ‘vigorous, laborious capering’. Many costers went to a theatre or a dance three times a week. Others were happier at an evening’s rat-killing or an

  illegal dog-fight. With their raucous entertainments, their holiday clothes and outings to race meetings, they saw themselves as rivals in leisure rather than as the subordinates of a law-abiding

  middle class.
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	  Down Whitechapel Way, 1869


	


  




  An instinctive hostility to the police, who were regarded as being corrupt as well as vindictive, was central to the costers’ view of crime and morality. Indeed the middle-class

  philanderer ‘Walter’, of My Secret Life, also thought that brothel-keepers paid the policemen on their beat to ensure that their trade was not interfered with. The costers showed

  a more active hostility. ‘As for policemen, they’re nothing to me, and I should like to pay ’em all off well,’ said one sixteen-year-old boy. Costers did not forgive crimes

  committed against themselves, yet where others were the target of burglars or beggars, their dislike of the ‘peelers’ might prove stronger than their disapproval of the criminal. One

  who described the cause of this spoke for almost all his kin.




  

    

      Can you wonder at it, sir, that I hate the police? They drive us about, we must move on, we can’t stand here, and we can’t pitch there. But if we’re

      cracked up, that is if we’re forced to go into the Union (I’ve known it both at Clerkenwell and the City of London workhouses), why the parish gives us money to buy a barrow, or a

      shallow, or to hire them, and leave the house and start for ourselves; and what’s the use of that if the police won’t let us sell our goods? – Which is right, the parish or

      the police?


    


  




  The parish might do something towards getting the costers back into business but when this man and his companions were reduced to seeking shelter in the workhouse, the

  authorities ‘abuse us worse than dogs’.




  There was ‘continual warfare’ against police action to clear vehicles from congested streets, a struggle in which the costers made common cause against any attempt to seize one of

  the barrows. While the officers went for help to move the obstruction, the costers would ‘whip off a wheel’. The goods on the cart were passed to other traders in the area, who made it

  a point of honour to account for every item belonging to the man facing arrest. The policemen, on their return, would find a barrow that was empty and immobilized. It required a team of

  reinforcements to carry it away ‘by main strength, amid the jeers of the populace’.16




  As Mayhew noted of coster vengeance, ‘To serve out a policeman is the bravest act by which a costermonger can distinguish himself.’ Some of the younger lads were imprisoned

  repeatedly for this and were regarded as heroes by the others. ‘When they leave prison, for such an act, a subscription is often got up for their benefit.’ A coster with a grudge

  against a particular policeman would wait for his opportunity out of extreme ‘love of revenge’, watching and tracking his enemy, until he saw his chance. One of Mayhew’s

  informants spent six months in this way until his quarry became involved in breaking up a fight outside a public house. Then he rushed into the fray and gave the policeman a savage kicking,

  shouting, ‘Now, you bastard, I’ve got you at last.’




  

    

      When the boy heard that his persecutor was injured for life, his joy was very great and he declared the twelvemonths’ imprisonment he was sentenced to for the offence

      to be ‘dirt cheap’. The whole of the court where the lad resided sympathized with the boy, and vowed to a man, that had he escaped, they would have subscribed a pad or two of dry

      herrings, to send him into the country until the affair had blown over, for he had shown himself a ‘plucky one’.17


    


  




  According to the customs by which the costers lived, it was a common point of honour that they never stole from one another. In the courts leading off the New Cut, for example,

  costers’ barrows and property worth more than £500 were left unattended every night. Nothing had ever been stolen by one from another. When a thief from outside their own community

  tried to steal from them, justice was invariably brief and bloody but never involved the police. ‘At Billingsgate,’ said one coster, ‘the thieves will rob the salesmen far readier

  than they will us. They know we’d take it out of them readier if they were caught. It’s Lynch law with us. We never give them in charge.’18




  Such men and women took pride in being a clan united against the world and its laws, the members known often by nicknames alone, ‘Rotten Herrings’, ‘Spuddy’, ‘The

  One-Eyed Buffer’, ‘Jawbreaker’, ‘Pineapple Jack’, ‘Lushy Bet’, ‘Dirty Sal’, ‘Blackwell Poll’, ‘Dancing Sue’ and

  ‘Cast-Iron Poll’, the last of whom had been hit on the head with an iron cooking-pot and had suffered no apparent injury from it.




  ‘Their ignorance and their impulsiveness makes them a dangerous class,’ wrote Mayhew, after investigating the politics of the costers. They had no interest in political theories or

  programmes but were instinctively drawn to rebellion or revolution. Mayhew was assured that ‘in case of a political riot every “coster” would seize his policeman’. They

  attended political meetings in groups of a dozen or so but played little part in the discussion. Many had supported the Chartists without understanding much about the Chartist demands. They were

  disappointed in the end because, as Mayhew was told, ‘they could not understand why the Chartist leaders exhorted them to peace and quietness, when they might as well fight it out with the

  police at once.’19




  If social investigators and governments were dismayed by the growth of criminality in Victorian London, they had only to reflect that the powerful and well-knit coster clan saw every policeman

  as a natural enemy and every beggar or burglar who preyed on the ‘harristocrats’ of other classes as a potential redistributor of wealth.




  The most successful costers were said to be making thirty shillings a week and the average was put at ten shillings. They were the envy of the so-called

  ‘garret-masters’, who carried on their trades in the garrets of areas like Spitalfields or Shadwell where they and their families lived. Many outdoor workers or craftsmen were lucky to

  make five shillings and some less than half of that. ‘Walter’, the diarist of My Secret Life, encountered a girl of thirteen or fourteen, living in Southwark, who made sacks at

  the end of the 1840s for fourpence a day. Even the skills of cabinet-making, carpentry, weaving and sewing brought as little as five shillings or four and sixpence for six or seven days’

  work, usually for sixteen hours’ labour each day. The income of many such craftsmen had gone down steadily in the new industrial age. A cabinet-maker described to the Morning Chronicle

  in August 1850 how his family lived on an income of between four and five shillings a week.


  

  

    

      

	  

  I get up always at six. . . . My wife gets up after me . . . gets breakfast ready at eight. It’s coffee and bread and butter. . . . She has dinner ready at one, and that’s coffee and

  bread and butter three days at least in the week, and that’s finished in ten minutes too. Then I’ve tea, not coffee, for a change about five, and I go to bed at ten without any supper

  – except on Sundays – after sixteen hours’ labour, just with a few breaks, as I’ve told you.


  

         


       
 

     




  The total meal-breaks in this sixteen-hour day were calculated at half or three-quarters of an hour. Some craftsmen worked sixteen hours on Sundays as well but not this man.

  ‘I haven’t strength for it,’ he said simply. On Sundays, however, the diet of bread, butter, tea and coffee was varied a little. ‘We have mostly half a bullock’s head,

  which costs 10d to 1s. We have it boiled, with an onion and a potato to it; or when we’re hard up we have it without either for dinner, and warm it up for supper. There’s none left for

  Monday sometimes, and never much.’




  In the coldest months, obliged to provide heat and light for his work, the cabinet-maker found that even this modest domestic economy was eroded. There had been times ‘when we’ve had

  no butter to our bread, and hardly a crumb of sugar to our coffee. . . . The extra fire and candle in the winter takes every farthing, and more; and then we’re forced to do without

  butter.’




  His child, at five years old, was still too young to be put to work but the time would soon come. She was just learning to read and attending Sunday School. ‘Children soon grow to be

  useful, that’s one good thing,’ said the cabinet-maker philosophically.20




  The readers of the Morning Chronicle saw in this portrait a man who had once commanded a craftsman’s place and wage in the society of his time. Even now, his daughter would grow up

  far better informed and more literate than the coster children. Her father described how he had served his apprenticeship, borrowed a little money from his mother, and set up as his own master,

  even as a potential employer of labour. But the economic depression of the 1840s had eaten away his trade and his energy. Competition had forced down the price of his labour. Now, as he confessed,

  he was almost too tired and famished to work. Those who read his story saw in him a man of honesty, industry and skill. If poverty could overwhelm him, how many readers of the Morning

  Chronicle could feel secure themselves?




  Among the paper’s other contributors, Charles Dickens wrote novels which described the rise of his heroes and heroines from straitened circumstances to financial security. As a journalist,

  however, he taught his middle-class readership a different truth, showing the ruin not only of garret-masters but also of modest hard-working shopkeepers and their class. Sketches by Boz

  contained the history of a shop near Marsh Gate, Southwark. It had been derelict for some time after the failure of a previous business. Unexpectedly, it was refurbished. Its new tenant announced

  ‘an extensive stock of linen-drapery and haberdashery’. Dickens visited it soon after it opened and saw ‘Such ribbons and shawls! and two such elegant young men behind the

  counter, each in a clean collar and white neckcloth, like the lover in a farce. As to the proprietor, he did nothing but walk up and down the shop, and hand seats to the ladies, and hold important

  conversations with the handsomest of the young men.’




  The decay of the linen-draper’s business was ‘slow, but sure’. Tickets appeared in its windows, rolls of flannel on the pavement, an offer was advertised to let the first

  floor. ‘The shop became dirty, broken panes of glass remained unmended, and the stock disappeared piecemeal. At last the company’s man came to cut off the water, and then the

  linen-draper cut off himself, leaving the landlord his compliments and the key.’




  A widower and his children tried to set up in the premises as a fancy stationer’s. From the first their chances of avoiding ruin seemed precarious. The father began seeking work elsewhere

  while the children, in mourning for their mother, ran the shop. There was no kindly old gentleman of fiction – Mr Brownlow of Oliver Twist or a reformed Ebenezer Scrooge – to

  avert the small tragedy of the stationer’s shop. The eldest daughter was soon visibly the victim of ‘a slow, wasting consumption’. As the disease gained upon her, the rent was

  unpaid and the landlord evicted the family.




  The premises passed to a tobacconist, ‘a red-faced, impudent good-for-nothing dog’ who smoked the greater part of his stock and then bolted, leaving the rent and his bills unpaid. As

  the building decayed, a series of small enterprises came and went, a brass plate on the door announcing it temporarily as a ‘Ladies’ School’. It became at last a broken-down dairy

  where ‘a party of melancholy-looking fowls were amusing themselves by running in at the front-door, and out at the back one’.21




  Death came early to the garret-masters and the daughters of the fancy stationer, as it did in the hovels of the slop-shops where the clothes of the middle class were made on starvation wages.

  The consciences of the slop-shops’ customers were tweaked from time to time by such famous lines as Thomas Hood’s ‘Song of a Shirt’:




  

    

      

        

          Oh! men with sisters dear!




          

            

              Oh! men with mothers and wives!


            


          




          It is not linen you’re wearing out,




          

            

              But human creatures’ lives!


            


          




          

            

              

                

                  Stitch, stitch, stitch,


                


              


            


          




          

            

              In poverty, hunger, and dirt,


            


          




          Sewing at once with a double thread




          

            

              A shroud as well as a shirt.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Charles Kingsley added a more sardonic comment on the social justice by which disease levelled the pampered daughters of the bourgeoisie with their working-class sisters.

  ‘Cheap Clothes and Nasty’, as he called them, united the comfortable middle class in a common doom with all that was most diseased in the tailoring hovels of Seven Dials or Monmouth

  Street with its open sewer, which ran down to Trafalgar Square. Monmouth Street was ‘the only true and real emporium for secondhand wearing apparel’, in Dickens’ Sketches by

  Boz, ‘the burial-place of the fashions’. The clothes of the dead and the dispossessed hung on rails outside the narrow shops, the dealers sitting on chairs and smoking their pipes,

  while their children, ‘a happy group of infantine scavengers’, played in the running contagion of the gutters. ‘Slop’ was the name given in common to the pauper trade of

  tailoring and to undrained sewage.22




  Not only were the slaves of the slop-shops paid starvation wages by the ‘sweaters’, but they were also required to live on the premises. It was common for a sweater to charge

  more for board and lodging than could be earned. When the debt rose beyond sixpence, a sweater might withhold food until the bill had been paid by additional labour. But the longer a man or woman

  worked, the greater the debt might grow.




  By no means all the slop-workers waited until disease or starvation claimed them. If the subversive culture of the costers bred an antagonism to law and order, the slop-shops and the garrets

  supplied a breeding-ground of prostitution, begging, theft and casual crime. ‘Oh, I’m a seduced milliner, anything you like,’ said ‘Lushing Loo’, the Haymarket

  prostitute, in answer to Bracebridge Hemyng’s question as to her origins.23




  The clothes trade brought to the fashionable areas of Portman Square or Highgate all that was most diseased in the Seven Dials. Kingsley, contributing to Politics for the People in 1848,

  sketched the poverty of seamstresses and tailors and promised something akin to divine retribution on those who had reduced these men and women to such circumstances. His greatest anger is not for

  ‘the blackguard gent . . . who flaunts at the Casinos and Cremorne Gardens in vulgar finery wrung out of the souls and bodies of the poor . . . the poor lawyer’s clerk or reduced

  half-pay officer who has to struggle to look as respectable as his class commands him to look on a pittance often no larger than that of the day labourer’. It is the affluent and the

  self-satisfied, parading in the latest fashions, cut and sewn in the diseased hovels of the tailors and seamstresses, who are to be the true target of contagion’s thunderbolt. Combining the

  rhetoric of the pulpit and the bitterness of social criticism, Kingsley visits Mammon with divine wrath:




  

    

      

	  

  So Lord —’s coat has been covering a group of children blotched with small-pox. The Rev. D— finds himself unpresentable from a cutaneous disease, which it is not polite to

  mention on the south of the Tweed, little dreaming that the shivering dirty being who made his coat has been sitting with his arms in the sleeves for warmth while he stitched at the tails. The

  charming Miss C. is swept off by typhus or scarlatina, and her parents talk about ‘God’s heavy judgment and visitation’. – had they tracked the girl’s new riding-habit

  back to the stifling undrained hovel where it served as a blanket to the fever-stricken slopworker, they would have seen why God had visited them.24




         


       
 

     




  

  The nation’s rulers were apt to doubt that crime and poverty were linked as fiction suggested. Charles Greville was one sceptic: ‘To imagine a state of society in

  which everybody should be well off, or even tolerably well off, would be a mere vision, so long as there is a preponderance of vice and folly in the world.’ In the disturbances of the 1830s,

  ‘Distress is certainly not the cause of these commotions, for the people have patiently supported far greater privations than they had been exposed to before these riots, and the country was

  generally in an improving state.’25




  It was not poverty alone, however, but poverty combined with the moral antagonism of groups like the costers towards their ‘betters’ that bred a culture in which the underworld

  thrived. As London grew, the population of the streets was augmented by wanderers who begged or sold or offered their services by day and lived at night in the moral and physical squalor of the

  common lodging-houses or ‘padding-kens’. These lodgings of the homeless became the refuges and schools of crime. The running-patterer, the street-stationer, the bird-seller, the

  crossing-sweeper, the orphan flower-girl, the whistling man, the happy-family exhibitor lay in common wards of the lodging-houses as indiscriminately as corpses in a graveyard.




  If they were fortunate, such wanderers had a place in a bed, though sharing it with men and women who might be strangers until that moment. Thirty lodgers were crammed into rooms which appeared

  incapable of holding more than a dozen. Sanitation consisted of what the Town Clerk of Morpeth in Northumberland described as ‘a tub with vomit and natural evacuations’. The breath of

  the sleepers rose ‘in one foul, choking steam of stench’. There was little ventilation except in such houses as a lodging in London’s Drury Lane, where the tiles had gone from the

  roof and, as one of its occupants remarked, ‘you could study the stars, if you were so minded’. The same man had prudently scraped a handful of bugs from the bedclothes and crushed them

  under a candlestick before attempting to sleep. Others found oblivion in drink.
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	  A coster girl arrested for obstruction while selling apples, 1850


	


  




  

    

      Why, in course, sir . . . you must get hall-drunk, or your money for your bed is wasted. There’s so much rest owing to you after a hard day;

      and bugs and bad air’ll prevent its being paid, if you don’t lay in some stock of beer, or liquor of some sort, to sleep on. It’s a duty you owes yourself; but, if you

      haven’t the browns, why, then, in course, you can’t pay it.


    


  




  A bed for a single person held three. In the narrow spaces between the beds were ‘shake-downs, bundles of rags on the floor for those who could find no place elsewhere.

  If twopence was the price of a night’s lodging, a wanderer might sleep in his clothes on the stone floor of the kitchen for a penny. Lodging-houses were at their worst on days preceding such

  events as Greenwich Fair or Epsom Races, filled by those who hoped to prosper by hawking their goods or entertainments or begging bowls among the sideshows.




  The proponents of law and order who deplored the defiance of the police by the costers would have found little reassurance in the attitudes of the ‘padding-ken’. As a patterer from a

  lodging-house remarked, ‘A promiscuous robbery, even accompanied by murder – if it was “got up clever” and “done clean”, so long as the parties escaped detection

  – might call forth a remark that “there was no great harm done”, and perhaps some would applaud the perpetrators.’26




  London was the prize that lured these wanderers and became the trap in which they perished. ‘You see,’ said the bootlace-seller, ‘I heard people talk about London in North

  Shields, and I thought there was no poor people there at all – none but ladies and gentlemen, and sailors.’ ‘I came to London to beg,’ said the begging-boy, ‘thinking

  I could get more there than anywhere else, hearing that London was such a good place.’ The litany of lost hope among these new arrivals in the city runs through mid-Victorian investigations.

  Some had imagined they would make their fortunes and others had wanted only to get away from home and parents. ‘The young chap I first took up with was a carpenter. He was apprenticed to the

  trade,’ said one of the girls sadly. ‘He told me if I’d come to London with him, he’d do anything for me . . . but when I came over to London he ruined me, and then ran away

  and left me.’27




  A few of the new citizens were sure that they had done better by coming to the capital. This group included a Haymarket prostitute, an inhabitant of the lodging-houses who called herself

  ‘Swindling Sal’. She was a stout, florid young woman who relied upon the use of her fists against antagonists of either sex, being ‘handy with me mauleys’, as she put it.

  The life of a servant-girl in Birmingham was not for her, and her first attempts to sell herself to the regiment quartered at Coventry had been unrewarding. ‘Soldiers is good, soldiers is

  – to walk with and that, but they don’t pay; ’cos why, they ain’t got no money; so I says to myself, I’ll go to Lunnon, and I did.’28




  Some men and women who lived in the padding-kens had not always been poor but claimed to have ‘moved in good society’. One of them, fallen on hard times, commented philosophically,

  ‘When a man’s lost caste in society, he may as well go the whole hog, bristles and all, and a low lodging-house is the entire pig.’29




  The ‘low lodging-houses’ of such areas as Whitechapel, Seven Dials and the Westminster slums were no more than communal dormitories often managed by the criminal class. Before

  Whitechapel’s Cat-and-Wheel Alley became Commercial Street, its lodging-house then managed by a man called Shirley typified a hundred more. With a nod towards moral propriety, the owner had

  one side of the communal sleeping quarters for single men and women, the other for married couples. ‘As these “couples” made frequent exchanges,’ said one of his lodgers,

  ‘it is scarcely probable that Mr Shirley ever “asked to see their marriage lines”.’




  Whatever trepidation Victorian mothers and fathers of middle-class families might feel about sexual impropriety, many of the casual lodgers of the padding-kens were untroubled by inhibition.

  ‘I knew two brothers . . . who each brought a young woman out of service from the country,’ said one inmate. ‘After a while each became dissatisfied with his partner. The mistress

  of the house (an old procuress from Portsmouth) proposed that they should change wives. They did so, to the amusement of nine other couples sleeping on the same floor, and some of whom followed the

  example, and more than once during the night.’30




  Part of Cat-and-Wheel Alley was pulled down but its lodging-house survived. On Shirley’s death it passed to a Welshman with a wooden leg, whose name was Hughes but who was universally

  known as ‘Taff’. Like Fagin in Oliver Twist, he was the organizer of a gang of child-thieves, though under cover of his lodging-house proprietorship. ‘Taff was a notorious

  receiver of stolen goods,’ said one of his lodgers. ‘I knew two little boys who brought home six pairs of new Wellington boots, which this miscreant bought at IS. per pair; and, when they had no luck, he would take the strap off his wooden leg, and beat them through the nakedness of their rags.’31




  As surely as if they had lived in nineteenth-century India, the lodgers, like the costers, regarded themselves as forming a caste. They gave the lie to the smug legend of being poor but loyal

  subjects with a place in their hearts for the great sovereign who ruled over them. ‘They hate the aristocracy,’ said one of the running-patterers. ‘Whenever there is a rumour or

  an announcement of an addition to the Royal Family, and the news reaches the padding-ken, the kitchen for half-an-hour becomes the scene of uproar – “Another expense coming on the

  bloody country!”’32




  The politics of the dispossessed were unpredictable. Progressive-minded statesmen might have been disconcerted to hear that the beggars of the lodging-houses hated the Whig ministries, which had

  brought parliamentary reform. Their allegiance was liberal Tory. ‘I know’, said the patterer, ‘that many a tear was shed in the hovels and cellars of London when Sir Robert Peel

  died. I know a publican, in Westminster, whose daily receipts are enormous, and whose only customers are soldiers, thieves, and prostitutes, who closed his house the day of the funeral, and put

  himself, his family, and even his beer-machines and gas-pipes, into mourning for the departed statesman.’ It was not parliamentary reform but bread that the beggars and wanderers needed.

  Peel, by the abolition of the Corn Laws and their protectionist tariffs in 1846, had brought the promise of cheaper food.33




  Many of those who moved from one lodging-house to another left carefully chalked fragments of autobiography on the walls. They mingled criminality and piety, sometimes embodying a poetry of

  Victoria’s poorest subjects.




  

    

      Jemmy the Rake, bound to Bristol. Bad beds but no bugs. Thank God for all things.




      Razor George and his moll slept here the day afore Christmas. Just out of stir for muzzling a peeler.




      Scotch Mary, with ‘driz’ (lace), bound to Dover and back, please God.34


    


  




  As the wanderers went their way, they also chalked signs on walls and woodwork for those who followed in search of customers. A diamond showed that a door was a good one to

  knock at. An inverted triangle indicated a good house spoilt by some other trader. A square meant that a caller was likely to be handed over to the police, while a circle with a dot at the centre

  was ‘flummut’, meaning that a hawker was likely to get a month in gaol.35




  Among those of the Queen’s subjects reduced to a level of deprivation scarcely imaginable a century later were some who showed a heroic refusal to be a ‘victim’ or an

  ‘unfortunate’, or to demand that their difficulties should be relieved by the support of others. Not the least remarkable were Victorian children. Two sisters, their ages fifteen and

  eleven, were orphan flower-sellers during the 1850s in Drury Lane, where they sat barefoot and thinly clad on a step, their thirteen-year-old brother earning threepence or fourpence a day as a

  coster’s boy. His two sisters thought themselves lucky to make a shilling a day by selling flowers, usually it was sixpence. To have a shilling in reserve each day, as stock-money for the

  next morning, was essential. Without it, they could buy no stock and their livelihood would be gone.
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