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The experiences related in this
volume fell to me in the summer of 1902. I went down into the
under-world of London with an attitude of mind which I may best
liken to that of the explorer. I was open to be convinced by the
evidence of my eyes, rather than by the teachings of those who had
not seen, or by the words of those who had seen and gone before.
Further, I took with me certain simple criteria with which to
measure the life of the under-world. That which made for more life,
for physical and spiritual health, was good; that which made for
less life, which hurt, and dwarfed, and distorted life, was
bad.

It will be readily apparent to the reader that I saw much that
was bad. Yet it must not be forgotten that the time of which I
write was considered “good times” in England. The starvation and
lack of shelter I encountered constituted a chronic condition of
misery which is never wiped out, even in the periods of greatest
prosperity.

Following the summer in question came a hard winter. Great
numbers of the unemployed formed into processions, as many as a
dozen at a time, and daily marched through the streets of London
crying for bread. Mr. Justin McCarthy, writing in the month of
January 1903, to the New York 
Independent, briefly epitomises the situation as
follows:—

“The workhouses have no space left in which to pack the starving
crowds who are craving every day and night at their doors for food
and shelter. All the charitable institutions have exhausted their
means in trying to raise supplies of food for the famishing
residents of the garrets and cellars of London lanes and alleys.
The quarters of the Salvation Army in various parts of London are
nightly besieged by hosts of the unemployed and the hungry for whom
neither shelter nor the means of sustenance can be provided.”

It has been urged that the criticism I have passed on things as
they are in England is too pessimistic. I must say, in extenuation,
that of optimists I am the most optimistic. But I measure manhood
less by political aggregations than by individuals. Society grows,
while political machines rack to pieces and become “scrap.” For the
English, so far as manhood and womanhood and health and happiness
go, I see a broad and smiling future. But for a great deal of the
political machinery, which at present mismanages for them, I see
nothing else than the scrap heap.

JACK LONDON.
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“But you can’t do it, you know,”
friends said, to whom I applied for assistance in the matter of
sinking myself down into the East End of London. “You had better
see the police for a guide,” they added, on second thought,
painfully endeavouring to adjust themselves to the psychological
processes of a madman who had come to them with better credentials
than brains.

“But I don’t want to see the police,” I protested. “What I wish
to do is to go down into the East End and see things for myself. I
wish to know how those people are living there, and why they are
living there, and what they are living for. In short, I am going to
live there myself.”

“You don’t want to 
live down there!” everybody said, with disapprobation writ
large upon their faces. “Why, it is said there are places where a
man’s life isn’t worth tu’pence.”

“The very places I wish to see,” I broke in.

“But you can’t, you know,” was the unfailing rejoinder.

“Which is not what I came to see you about,” I answered
brusquely, somewhat nettled by their incomprehension. “I am a
stranger here, and I want you to tell me what you know of the East
End, in order that I may have something to start on.”

“But we know nothing of the East End. It is over there,
somewhere.” And they waved their hands vaguely in the direction
where the sun on rare occasions may be seen to rise.

“Then I shall go to Cook’s,” I announced.

“Oh yes,” they said, with relief. “Cook’s will be sure to
know.”

But O Cook, O Thomas Cook & Son, path-finders and
trail-clearers, living sign-posts to all the world, and bestowers
of first aid to bewildered travellers—unhesitatingly and instantly,
with ease and celerity, could you send me to Darkest Africa or
Innermost Thibet, but to the East End of London, barely a stone’s
throw distant from Ludgate Circus, you know not the way!

“You can’t do it, you know,” said the human emporium of routes
and fares at Cook’s Cheapside branch. “It is so—hem—so
unusual.”

“Consult the police,” he concluded authoritatively, when I had
persisted. “We are not accustomed to taking travellers to the East
End; we receive no call to take them there, and we know nothing
whatsoever about the place at all.”

“Never mind that,” I interposed, to save myself from being swept
out of the office by his flood of negations. “Here’s something you
can do for me. I wish you to understand in advance what I intend
doing, so that in case of trouble you may be able to identify
me.”

“Ah, I see! should you be murdered, we would be in position to
identify the corpse.”

He said it so cheerfully and cold-bloodedly that on the instant
I saw my stark and mutilated cadaver stretched upon a slab where
cool waters trickle ceaselessly, and him I saw bending over and
sadly and patiently identifying it as the body of the insane
American who 
would see the East End.

“No, no,” I answered; “merely to identify me in case I get into
a scrape with the ’bobbies.’” This last I said with a thrill;
truly, I was gripping hold of the vernacular.

“That,” he said, “is a matter for the consideration of the Chief
Office.”

“It is so unprecedented, you know,” he added apologetically.

The man at the Chief Office hemmed and hawed. “We make it a
rule,” he explained, “to give no information concerning our
clients.”

“But in this case,” I urged, “it is the client who requests you
to give the information concerning himself.”

Again he hemmed and hawed.

“Of course,” I hastily anticipated, “I know it is unprecedented,
but—”

“As I was about to remark,” he went on steadily, “it is
unprecedented, and I don’t think we can do anything for you.”

However, I departed with the address of a detective who lived in
the East End, and took my way to the American consul-general. And
here, at last, I found a man with whom I could “do business.” There
was no hemming and hawing, no lifted brows, open incredulity, or
blank amazement. In one minute I explained myself and my project,
which he accepted as a matter of course. In the second minute he
asked my age, height, and weight, and looked me over. And in the
third minute, as we shook hands at parting, he said: “All right,
Jack. I’ll remember you and keep track.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Having burnt my ships behind me, I
was now free to plunge into that human wilderness of which nobody
seemed to know anything. But at once I encountered a new difficulty
in the shape of my cabby, a grey-whiskered and eminently decorous
personage who had imperturbably driven me for several hours about
the “City.”

“Drive me down to the East End,” I ordered, taking my seat.

“Where, sir?” he demanded with frank surprise.

“To the East End, anywhere. Go on.”

The hansom pursued an aimless way for several minutes, then came
to a puzzled stop. The aperture above my head was uncovered, and
the cabman peered down perplexedly at me.

“I say,” he said, “wot plyce yer wanter go?”

“East End,” I repeated. “Nowhere in particular. Just drive me
around anywhere.”

“But wot’s the haddress, sir?”

“See here!” I thundered. “Drive me down to the East End, and at
once!”

It was evident that he did not understand, but he withdrew his
head, and grumblingly started his horse.

Nowhere in the streets of London may one escape the sight of
abject poverty, while five minutes’ walk from almost any point will
bring one to a slum; but the region my hansom was now penetrating
was one unending slum. The streets were filled with a new and
different race of people, short of stature, and of wretched or
beer-sodden appearance. We rolled along through miles of bricks and
squalor, and from each cross street and alley flashed long vistas
of bricks and misery. Here and there lurched a drunken man or
woman, and the air was obscene with sounds of jangling and
squabbling. At a market, tottery old men and women were searching
in the garbage thrown in the mud for rotten potatoes, beans, and
vegetables, while little children clustered like flies around a
festering mass of fruit, thrusting their arms to the shoulders into
the liquid corruption, and drawing forth morsels but partially
decayed, which they devoured on the spot.

Not a hansom did I meet with in all my drive, while mine was
like an apparition from another and better world, the way the
children ran after it and alongside. And as far as I could see were
the solid walls of brick, the slimy pavements, and the screaming
streets; and for the first time in my life the fear of the crowd
smote me. It was like the fear of the sea; and the miserable
multitudes, street upon street, seemed so many waves of a vast and
malodorous sea, lapping about me and threatening to well up and
over me.

“Stepney, sir; Stepney Station,” the cabby called down.

I looked about. It was really a railroad station, and he had
driven desperately to it as the one familiar spot he had ever heard
of in all that wilderness.

“Well,” I said.

He spluttered unintelligibly, shook his head, and looked very
miserable. “I’m a strynger ’ere,” he managed to articulate. “An’ if
yer don’t want Stepney Station, I’m blessed if I know wotcher do
want.”

“I’ll tell you what I want,” I said. “You drive along and keep
your eye out for a shop where old clothes are sold. Now, when you
see such a shop, drive right on till you turn the corner, then stop
and let me out.”

I could see that he was growing dubious of his fare, but not
long afterwards he pulled up to the curb and informed me that an
old-clothes shop was to be found a bit of the way back.

“Won’tcher py me?” he pleaded. “There’s seven an’ six owin’
me.”

“Yes,” I laughed, “and it would be the last I’d see of you.”

“Lord lumme, but it’ll be the last I see of you if yer don’t py
me,” he retorted.

But a crowd of ragged onlookers had already gathered around the
cab, and I laughed again and walked back to the old-clothes
shop.

Here the chief difficulty was in making the shopman understand
that I really and truly wanted old clothes. But after fruitless
attempts to press upon me new and impossible coats and trousers, he
began to bring to light heaps of old ones, looking mysterious the
while and hinting darkly. This he did with the palpable intention
of letting me know that he had “piped my lay,” in order to bulldose
me, through fear of exposure, into paying heavily for my purchases.
A man in trouble, or a high-class criminal from across the water,
was what he took my measure for—in either case, a person anxious to
avoid the police.

But I disputed with him over the outrageous difference between
prices and values, till I quite disabused him of the notion, and he
settled down to drive a hard bargain with a hard customer. In the
end I selected a pair of stout though well-worn trousers, a frayed
jacket with one remaining button, a pair of brogans which had
plainly seen service where coal was shovelled, a thin leather belt,
and a very dirty cloth cap. My underclothing and socks, however,
were new and warm, but of the sort that any American waif, down in
his luck, could acquire in the ordinary course of events.

“I must sy yer a sharp ’un,” he said, with counterfeit
admiration, as I handed over the ten shillings finally agreed upon
for the outfit. “Blimey, if you ain’t ben up an’ down Petticut Lane
afore now. Yer trouseys is wuth five bob to hany man, an’ a docker
’ud give two an’ six for the shoes, to sy nothin’ of the coat an’
cap an’ new stoker’s singlet an’ hother things.”

“How much will you give me for them?” I demanded suddenly. “I
paid you ten bob for the lot, and I’ll sell them back to you, right
now, for eight! Come, it’s a go!”

But he grinned and shook his head, and though I had made a good
bargain, I was unpleasantly aware that he had made a better
one.

I found the cabby and a policeman with their heads together, but
the latter, after looking me over sharply, and particularly
scrutinizing the bundle under my arm, turned away and left the
cabby to wax mutinous by himself. And not a step would he budge
till I paid him the seven shillings and sixpence owing him.
Whereupon he was willing to drive me to the ends of the earth,
apologising profusely for his insistence, and explaining that one
ran across queer customers in London Town.

But he drove me only to Highbury Vale, in North London, where my
luggage was waiting for me. Here, next day, I took off my shoes
(not without regret for their lightness and comfort), and my soft,
grey travelling suit, and, in fact, all my clothing; and proceeded
to array myself in the clothes of the other and unimaginable men,
who must have been indeed unfortunate to have had to part with such
rags for the pitiable sums obtainable from a dealer.

Inside my stoker’s singlet, in the armpit, I sewed a gold
sovereign (an emergency sum certainly of modest proportions); and
inside my stoker’s singlet I put myself. And then I sat down and
moralised upon the fair years and fat, which had made my skin soft
and brought the nerves close to the surface; for the singlet was
rough and raspy as a hair shirt, and I am confident that the most
rigorous of ascetics suffer no more than I did in the ensuing
twenty-four hours.

The remainder of my costume was fairly easy to put on, though
the brogans, or brogues, were quite a problem. As stiff and hard as
if made of wood, it was only after a prolonged pounding of the
uppers with my fists that I was able to get my feet into them at
all. Then, with a few shillings, a knife, a handkerchief, and some
brown papers and flake tobacco stowed away in my pockets, I thumped
down the stairs and said good-bye to my foreboding friends. As I
passed out of the door, the “help,” a comely middle-aged woman,
could not conquer a grin that twisted her lips and separated them
till the throat, out of involuntary sympathy, made the uncouth
animal noises we are wont to designate as “laughter.”

No sooner was I out on the streets than I was impressed by the
difference in status effected by my clothes. All servility vanished
from the demeanour of the common people with whom I came in
contact. Presto! in the twinkling of an eye, so to say, I had
become one of them. My frayed and out-at-elbows jacket was the
badge and advertisement of my class, which was their class. It made
me of like kind, and in place of the fawning and too respectful
attention I had hitherto received, I now shared with them a
comradeship. The man in corduroy and dirty neckerchief no longer
addressed me as “sir” or “governor.” It was “mate” now—and a fine
and hearty word, with a tingle to it, and a warmth and gladness,
which the other term does not possess. Governor! It smacks of
mastery, and power, and high authority—the tribute of the man who
is under to the man on top, delivered in the hope that he will let
up a bit and ease his weight, which is another way of saying that
it is an appeal for alms.

This brings me to a delight I experienced in my rags and tatters
which is denied the average American abroad. The European traveller
from the States, who is not a Croesus, speedily finds himself
reduced to a chronic state of self-conscious sordidness by the
hordes of cringing robbers who clutter his steps from dawn till
dark, and deplete his pocket-book in a way that puts compound
interest to the blush.

In my rags and tatters I escaped the pestilence of tipping, and
encountered men on a basis of equality. Nay, before the day was out
I turned the tables, and said, most gratefully, “Thank you, sir,”
to a gentleman whose horse I held, and who dropped a penny into my
eager palm.

Other changes I discovered were wrought in my condition by my
new garb. In crossing crowded thoroughfares I found I had to be, if
anything, more lively in avoiding vehicles, and it was strikingly
impressed upon me that my life had cheapened in direct ratio with
my clothes. When before I inquired the way of a policeman, I was
usually asked, “Bus or ’ansom, sir?” But now the query became,
“Walk or ride?” Also, at the railway stations, a third-class ticket
was now shoved out to me as a matter of course.

But there was compensation for it all. For the first time I met
the English lower classes face to face, and knew them for what they
were. When loungers and workmen, at street corners and in
public-houses, talked with me, they talked as one man to another,
and they talked as natural men should talk, without the least idea
of getting anything out of me for what they talked or the way they
talked.

And when at last I made into the East End, I was gratified to
find that the fear of the crowd no longer haunted me. I had become
a part of it. The vast and malodorous sea had welled up and over
me, or I had slipped gently into it, and there was nothing fearsome
about it—with the one exception of the stoker’s singlet.
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I shall not give you the address
of Johnny Upright. Let it suffice that he lives in the most
respectable street in the East End—a street that would be
considered very mean in America, but a veritable oasis in the
desert of East London. It is surrounded on every side by
close-packed squalor and streets jammed by a young and vile and
dirty generation; but its own pavements are comparatively bare of
the children who have no other place to play, while it has an air
of desertion, so few are the people that come and go.

Each house in this street, as in all the streets, is shoulder to
shoulder with its neighbours. To each house there is but one
entrance, the front door; and each house is about eighteen feet
wide, with a bit of a brick-walled yard behind, where, when it is
not raining, one may look at a slate-coloured sky. But it must be
understood that this is East End opulence we are now considering.
Some of the people in this street are even so well-to-do as to keep
a “slavey.” Johnny Upright keeps one, as I well know, she being my
first acquaintance in this particular portion of the world.

To Johnny Upright’s house I came, and to the door came the
“slavey.” Now, mark you, her position in life was pitiable and
contemptible, but it was with pity and contempt that she looked at
me. She evinced a plain desire that our conversation should be
short. It was Sunday, and Johnny Upright was not at home, and that
was all there was to it. But I lingered, discussing whether or not
it was all there was to it, till Mrs. Johnny Upright was attracted
to the door, where she scolded the girl for not having closed it
before turning her attention to me.

No, Mr. Johnny Upright was not at home, and further, he saw
nobody on Sunday. It is too bad, said I. Was I looking for work?
No, quite the contrary; in fact, I had come to see Johnny Upright
on business which might be profitable to him.

A change came over the face of things at once. The gentleman in
question was at church, but would be home in an hour or
thereabouts, when no doubt he could be seen.

Would I kindly step in?—no, the lady did not ask me, though I
fished for an invitation by stating that I would go down to the
corner and wait in a public-house. And down to the corner I went,
but, it being church time, the “pub” was closed. A miserable
drizzle was falling, and, in lieu of better, I took a seat on a
neighbourly doorstep and waited.

And here to the doorstep came the “slavey,” very frowzy and very
perplexed, to tell me that the missus would let me come back and
wait in the kitchen.

“So many people come ’ere lookin’ for work,” Mrs. Johnny Upright
apologetically explained. “So I ’ope you won’t feel bad the way I
spoke.”

“Not at all, not at all,” I replied in my grandest manner, for
the nonce investing my rags with dignity. “I quite understand, I
assure you. I suppose people looking for work almost worry you to
death?”

“That they do,” she answered, with an eloquent and expressive
glance; and thereupon ushered me into, not the kitchen, but the
dining room—a favour, I took it, in recompense for my grand
manner.

This dining-room, on the same floor as the kitchen, was about
four feet below the level of the ground, and so dark (it was
midday) that I had to wait a space for my eyes to adjust themselves
to the gloom. Dirty light filtered in through a window, the top of
which was on a level with a sidewalk, and in this light I found
that I was able to read newspaper print.

And here, while waiting the coming of Johnny Upright, let me
explain my errand. While living, eating, and sleeping with the
people of the East End, it was my intention to have a port of
refuge, not too far distant, into which I could run now and again
to assure myself that good clothes and cleanliness still existed.
Also in such port I could receive my mail, work up my notes, and
sally forth occasionally in changed garb to civilisation.

But this involved a dilemma. A lodging where my property would
be safe implied a landlady apt to be suspicious of a gentleman
leading a double life; while a landlady who would not bother her
head over the double life of her lodgers would imply lodgings where
property was unsafe. To avoid the dilemma was what had brought me
to Johnny Upright. A detective of thirty-odd years’ continuous
service in the East End, known far and wide by a name given him by
a convicted felon in the dock, he was just the man to find me an
honest landlady, and make her rest easy concerning the strange
comings and goings of which I might be guilty.

His two daughters beat him home from church—and pretty girls
they were in their Sunday dresses; withal it was the certain weak
and delicate prettiness which characterises the Cockney lasses, a
prettiness which is no more than a promise with no grip on time,
and doomed to fade quickly away like the colour from a sunset
sky.

They looked me over with frank curiosity, as though I were some
sort of a strange animal, and then ignored me utterly for the rest
of my wait. Then Johnny Upright himself arrived, and I was summoned
upstairs to confer with him.

“Speak loud,” he interrupted my opening words. “I’ve got a bad
cold, and I can’t hear well.”

Shades of Old Sleuth and Sherlock Holmes! I wondered as to where
the assistant was located whose duty it was to take down whatever
information I might loudly vouchsafe. And to this day, much as I
have seen of Johnny Upright and much as I have puzzled over the
incident, I have never been quite able to make up my mind as to
whether or not he had a cold, or had an assistant planted in the
other room. But of one thing I am sure: though I gave Johnny
Upright the facts concerning myself and project, he withheld
judgment till next day, when I dodged into his street
conventionally garbed and in a hansom. Then his greeting was
cordial enough, and I went down into the dining-room to join the
family at tea.

“We are humble here,” he said, “not given to the flesh, and you
must take us for what we are, in our humble way.”

The girls were flushed and embarrassed at greeting me, while he
did not make it any the easier for them.

“Ha! ha!” he roared heartily, slapping the table with his open
hand till the dishes rang. “The girls thought yesterday you had
come to ask for a piece of bread! Ha! ha! ho! ho! ho!”

This they indignantly denied, with snapping eyes and guilty red
cheeks, as though it were an essential of true refinement to be
able to discern under his rags a man who had no need to go
ragged.

And then, while I ate bread and marmalade, proceeded a play at
cross purposes, the daughters deeming it an insult to me that I
should have been mistaken for a beggar, and the father considering
it as the highest compliment to my cleverness to succeed in being
so mistaken. All of which I enjoyed, and the bread, the marmalade,
and the tea, till the time came for Johnny Upright to find me a
lodging, which he did, not half-a-dozen doors away, in his own
respectable and opulent street, in a house as like to his own as a
pea to its mate.
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From an East London standpoint,
the room I rented for six shillings, or a dollar and a half, per
week, was a most comfortable affair. From the American standpoint,
on the other hand, it was rudely furnished, uncomfortable, and
small. By the time I had added an ordinary typewriter table to its
scanty furnishing, I was hard put to turn around; at the best, I
managed to navigate it by a sort of vermicular progression
requiring great dexterity and presence of mind.

Having settled myself, or my property rather, I put on my
knockabout clothes and went out for a walk. Lodgings being fresh in
my mind, I began to look them up, bearing in mind the hypothesis
that I was a poor young man with a wife and large family.

My first discovery was that empty houses were few and far
between—so far between, in fact, that though I walked miles in
irregular circles over a large area, I still remained between. Not
one empty house could I find—a conclusive proof that the district
was “saturated.”

It being plain that as a poor young man with a family I could
rent no houses at all in this most undesirable region, I next
looked for rooms, unfurnished rooms, in which I could store my wife
and babies and chattels. There were not many, but I found them,
usually in the singular, for one appears to be considered
sufficient for a poor man’s family in which to cook and eat and
sleep. When I asked for two rooms, the sublettees looked at me very
much in the manner, I imagine, that a certain personage looked at
Oliver Twist when he asked for more.

Not only was one room deemed sufficient for a poor man and his
family, but I learned that many families, occupying single rooms,
had so much space to spare as to be able to take in a lodger or
two. When such rooms can be rented for from three to six shillings
per week, it is a fair conclusion that a lodger with references
should obtain floor space for, say, from eightpence to a shilling.
He may even be able to board with the sublettees for a few
shillings more. This, however, I failed to inquire into—a
reprehensible error on my part, considering that I was working on
the basis of a hypothetical family.

Not only did the houses I investigated have no bath-tubs, but I
learned that there were no bath-tubs in all the thousands of houses
I had seen. Under the circumstances, with my wife and babies and a
couple of lodgers suffering from the too great spaciousness of one
room, taking a bath in a tin wash-basin would be an unfeasible
undertaking. But, it seems, the compensation comes in with the
saving of soap, so all’s well, and God’s still in heaven.

However, I rented no rooms, but returned to my own Johnny
Upright’s street. What with my wife, and babies, and lodgers, and
the various cubby-holes into which I had fitted them, my mind’s eye
had become narrow-angled, and I could not quite take in all of my
own room at once. The immensity of it was awe-inspiring. Could this
be the room I had rented for six shillings a week? Impossible! But
my landlady, knocking at the door to learn if I were comfortable,
dispelled my doubts.

“Oh yes, sir,” she said, in reply to a question. “This street is
the very last. All the other streets were like this eight or ten
years ago, and all the people were very respectable. But the others
have driven our kind out. Those in this street are the only ones
left. It’s shocking, sir!”

And then she explained the process of saturation, by which the
rental value of a neighbourhood went up, while its tone went
down.

“You see, sir, our kind are not used to crowding in the way the
others do. We need more room. The others, the foreigners and
lower-class people, can get five and six families into this house,
where we only get one. So they can pay more rent for the house than
we can afford. It 
is shocking, sir; and just to think, only a few years ago
all this neighbourhood was just as nice as it could be.”

I looked at her. Here was a woman, of the finest grade of the
English working-class, with numerous evidences of refinement, being
slowly engulfed by that noisome and rotten tide of humanity which
the powers that be are pouring eastward out of London Town. Bank,
factory, hotel, and office building must go up, and the city poor
folk are a nomadic breed; so they migrate eastward, wave upon wave,
saturating and degrading neighbourhood by neighbourhood, driving
the better class of workers before them to pioneer, on the rim of
the city, or dragging them down, if not in the first generation,
surely in the second and third.

It is only a question of months when Johnny Upright’s street
must go. He realises it himself.

“In a couple of years,” he says, “my lease expires. My landlord
is one of our kind. He has not put up the rent on any of his houses
here, and this has enabled us to stay. But any day he may sell, or
any day he may die, which is the same thing so far as we are
concerned. The house is bought by a money breeder, who builds a
sweat shop on the patch of ground at the rear where my grapevine
is, adds to the house, and rents it a room to a family. There you
are, and Johnny Upright’s gone!”

And truly I saw Johnny Upright, and his good wife and fair
daughters, and frowzy slavey, like so many ghosts flitting eastward
through the gloom, the monster city roaring at their heels.

But Johnny Upright is not alone in his flitting. Far, far out,
on the fringe of the city, live the small business men, little
managers, and successful clerks. They dwell in cottages and
semi-detached villas, with bits of flower garden, and elbow room,
and breathing space. They inflate themselves with pride, and throw
out their chests when they contemplate the Abyss from which they
have escaped, and they thank God that they are not as other men.
And lo! down upon them comes Johnny Upright and the monster city at
his heels. Tenements spring up like magic, gardens are built upon,
villas are divided and subdivided into many dwellings, and the
black night of London settles down in a greasy pall.

                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                        IV
                    

                    
                    
                        A MAN AND THE ABYSS
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
“I say, can you let a
lodging?”

These words I discharged carelessly over my shoulder at a stout
and elderly woman, of whose fare I was partaking in a greasy
coffee-house down near the Pool and not very far from
Limehouse.

“Oh yus,” she answered shortly, my appearance possibly not
approximating the standard of affluence required by her house.

I said no more, consuming my rasher of bacon and pint of sickly
tea in silence. Nor did she take further interest in me till I came
to pay my reckoning (fourpence), when I pulled all of ten shillings
out of my pocket. The expected result was produced.

“Yus, sir,” she at once volunteered; “I ’ave nice lodgin’s you’d
likely tyke a fancy to. Back from a voyage, sir?”

“How much for a room?” I inquired, ignoring her curiosity.

She looked me up and down with frank surprise. “I don’t let
rooms, not to my reg’lar lodgers, much less casuals.”

“Then I’ll have to look along a bit,” I said, with marked
disappointment.

But the sight of my ten shillings had made her keen. “I can let
you have a nice bed in with two hother men,” she urged. “Good,
respectable men, an’ steady.”

“But I don’t want to sleep with two other men,” I objected.

“You don’t ’ave to. There’s three beds in the room, an’ hit’s
not a very small room.”

“How much?” I demanded.

“’Arf a crown a week, two an’ six, to a regular lodger. You’ll
fancy the men, I’m sure. One works in the ware’ouse, an’ ’e’s been
with me two years now. An’ the hother’s bin with me six—six years,
sir, an’ two months comin’ nex’ Saturday. ’E’s a scene-shifter,”
she went on. “A steady, respectable man, never missin’ a night’s
work in the time ’e’s bin with me. An’ ’e likes the ’ouse; ’e says
as it’s the best ’e can do in the w’y of lodgin’s. I board ’im, an’
the hother lodgers too.”

“I suppose he’s saving money right along,” I insinuated
innocently.

“Bless you, no! Nor can ’e do as well helsewhere with ’is
money.”

And I thought of my own spacious West, with room under its sky
and unlimited air for a thousand Londons; and here was this man, a
steady and reliable man, never missing a night’s work, frugal and
honest, lodging in one room with two other men, paying two dollars
and a half per month for it, and out of his experience adjudging it
to be the best he could do! And here was I, on the strength of the
ten shillings in my pocket, able to enter in with my rags and take
up my bed with him. The human soul is a lonely thing, but it must
be very lonely sometimes when there are three beds to a room, and
casuals with ten shillings are admitted.

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

“Thirteen years, sir; an’ don’t you think you’ll fancy the
lodgin’?”

The while she talked she was shuffling ponderously about the
small kitchen in which she cooked the food for her lodgers who were
also boarders. When I first entered, she had been hard at work, nor
had she let up once throughout the conversation. Undoubtedly she
was a busy woman. “Up at half-past five,” “to bed the last thing at
night,” “workin’ fit ter drop,” thirteen years of it, and for
reward, grey hairs, frowzy clothes, stooped shoulders, slatternly
figure, unending toil in a foul and noisome coffee-house that faced
on an alley ten feet between the walls, and a waterside environment
that was ugly and sickening, to say the least.

“You’ll be hin hagain to ’ave a look?” she questioned wistfully,
as I went out of the door.

And as I turned and looked at her, I realized to the full the
deeper truth underlying that very wise old maxim: “Virtue is its
own reward.”

I went back to her. “Have you ever taken a vacation?” I
asked.

“Vycytion!”

“A trip to the country for a couple of days, fresh air, a day
off, you know, a rest.”

“Lor’ lumme!” she laughed, for the first time stopping from her
work. “A vycytion, eh? for the likes o’ me? Just fancy, now!—Mind
yer feet!”—this last sharply, and to me, as I stumbled over the
rotten threshold.

Down near the West India Dock I came upon a young fellow staring
disconsolately at the muddy water. A fireman’s cap was pulled down
across his eyes, and the fit and sag of his clothes whispered
unmistakably of the sea.

“Hello, mate,” I greeted him, sparring for a beginning. “Can you
tell me the way to Wapping?”

“Worked yer way over on a cattle boat?” he countered, fixing my
nationality on the instant.

And thereupon we entered upon a talk that extended itself to a
public-house and a couple of pints of “arf an’ arf.” This led to
closer intimacy, so that when I brought to light all of a
shilling’s worth of coppers (ostensibly my all), and put aside
sixpence for a bed, and sixpence for more arf an’ arf, he
generously proposed that we drink up the whole shilling.

“My mate, ’e cut up rough las’ night,” he explained. “An’ the
bobbies got ’m, so you can bunk in wi’ me. Wotcher say?”

I said yes, and by the time we had soaked ourselves in a whole
shilling’s worth of beer, and slept the night on a miserable bed in
a miserable den, I knew him pretty fairly for what he was. And that
in one respect he was representative of a large body of the
lower-class London workman, my later experience substantiates.

He was London-born, his father a fireman and a drinker before
him. As a child, his home was the streets and the docks. He had
never learned to read, and had never felt the need for it—a vain
and useless accomplishment, he held, at least for a man of his
station in life.

He had had a mother and numerous squalling brothers and sisters,
all crammed into a couple of rooms and living on poorer and less
regular food than he could ordinarily rustle for himself. In fact,
he never went home except at periods when he was unfortunate in
procuring his own food. Petty pilfering and begging along the
streets and docks, a trip or two to sea as mess-boy, a few trips
more as coal-trimmer, and then a full-fledged fireman, he had
reached the top of his life.

And in the course of this he had also hammered out a philosophy
of life, an ugly and repulsive philosophy, but withal a very
logical and sensible one from his point of view. When I asked him
what he lived for, he immediately answered, “Booze.” A voyage to
sea (for a man must live and get the wherewithal), and then the
paying off and the big drunk at the end. After that, haphazard
little drunks, sponged in the “pubs” from mates with a few coppers
left, like myself, and when sponging was played out another trip to
sea and a repetition of the beastly cycle.

“But women,” I suggested, when he had finished proclaiming booze
the sole end of existence.

“Wimmen!” He thumped his pot upon the bar and orated eloquently.
“Wimmen is a thing my edication ’as learnt me t’ let alone. It
don’t pay, matey; it don’t pay. Wot’s a man like me want o’ wimmen,
eh? jest you tell me. There was my mar, she was enough, a-bangin’
the kids about an’ makin’ the ole man mis’rable when ’e come ’ome,
w’ich was seldom, I grant. An’ fer w’y? Becos o’ mar! She didn’t
make ’is ’ome ’appy, that was w’y. Then, there’s the other wimmen,
’ow do they treat a pore stoker with a few shillin’s in ’is
trouseys? A good drunk is wot ’e’s got in ’is pockits, a good long
drunk, an’ the wimmen skin ’im out of his money so quick ’e ain’t
’ad ’ardly a glass. I know. I’ve ’ad my fling, an’ I know wot’s
wot. An’ I tell you, where’s wimmen is trouble—screechin’ an’
carryin’ on, fightin’, cuttin’, bobbies, magistrates, an’ a month’s
’ard labour back of it all, an’ no pay-day when you come out.”

“But a wife and children,” I insisted. “A home of your own, and
all that. Think of it, back from a voyage, little children climbing
on your knee, and the wife happy and smiling, and a kiss for you
when she lays the table, and a kiss all round from the babies when
they go to bed, and the kettle singing and the long talk afterwards
of where you’ve been and what you’ve seen, and of her and all the
little happenings at home while you’ve been away, and—”

“Garn!” he cried, with a playful shove of his fist on my
shoulder. “Wot’s yer game, eh? A missus kissin’ an’ kids clim’in’,
an’ kettle singin’, all on four poun’ ten a month w’en you ’ave a
ship, an’ four nothin’ w’en you ’aven’t. I’ll tell you wot I’d get
on four poun’ ten—a missus rowin’, kids squallin’, no coal t’ make
the kettle sing, an’ the kettle up the spout, that’s wot I’d get.
Enough t’ make a bloke bloomin’ well glad to be back t’ sea. A
missus! Wot for? T’ make you mis’rable? Kids? Jest take my counsel,
matey, an’ don’t ’ave ’em. Look at me! I can ’ave my beer w’en I
like, an’ no blessed missus an’ kids a-crying for bread. I’m ’appy,
I am, with my beer an’ mates like you, an’ a good ship comin’, an’
another trip to sea. So I say, let’s ’ave another pint. Arf an’
arf’s good enough for me.”

Without going further with the speech of this young fellow of
two-and-twenty, I think I have sufficiently indicated his
philosophy of life and the underlying economic reason for it. Home
life he had never known. The word “home” aroused nothing but
unpleasant associations. In the low wages of his father, and of
other men in the same walk in life, he found sufficient reason for
branding wife and children as encumbrances and causes of masculine
misery. An unconscious hedonist, utterly unmoral and materialistic,
he sought the greatest possible happiness for himself, and found it
in drink.

A young sot; a premature wreck; physical inability to do a
stoker’s work; the gutter or the workhouse; and the end—he saw it
all as clearly as I, but it held no terrors for him. From the
moment of his birth, all the forces of his environment had tended
to harden him, and he viewed his wretched, inevitable future with a
callousness and unconcern I could not shake.

And yet he was not a bad man. He was not inherently vicious and
brutal. He had normal mentality, and a more than average physique.
His eyes were blue and round, shaded by long lashes, and wide
apart. And there was a laugh in them, and a fund of humour behind.
The brow and general features were good, the mouth and lips sweet,
though already developing a harsh twist. The chin was weak, but not
too weak; I have seen men sitting in the high places with
weaker.
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