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    Thirty Years of Change




    

      

        

          To a man who has been long absent from the Mother of Cities the first walk must be exceedingly interesting. Change has been in every direction. During his absence narrow streets have yielded to broad, handsome thoroughfares; whole acres that were once little better than slums have been cleared, and vast hotels and splendid shops stand where, only a few years back, the thieves and ruffians of London herded, and the barrow of the costermonger supplied the ‘nobility and gentry’ of the neighbourhood.




          From being one of the ugliest cities in Europe, London has, during the last twenty years, been transformed into one of the most beautiful, so far as shops, hotels, and street architecture generally are concerned.




          George R. Sims, In London’s Heart, 1900


        


      


    




    This book is not a nostalgic visit to a land of muffin men and lavender girls, or to an old-fashioned Victorian city awaiting the changes that the Great War of 1914–18 would bring. This is a study of London, the world’s richest and most populous city, as it experienced and pioneered a process of rapid and dramatic change involving new technology, new social and political ideas, and new ways of organizing civic and domestic life. The impression, often reinforced in films, novels, and history books, that ‘Victorian’ London was more or less the same in the 1880s as it had been in the 1840s or would be in the 1900s, is an illusion. London in the 1880s, it is true, still exhibited many traditional features. Horse-drawn omnibuses (introduced in 1829) were still its main form of road transport, tuberculosis and dysentery still filled its graveyards, theatre and music hall still entertained its citizens, and William Gladstone, a Cabinet minister since 1843, was still Prime Minister in 1883 and 1893. But despite these continuities London was changing rapidly in these last Victorian decades, driven along by strong intellectual, demographic, social, and technological forces.




    In the years 1882 to 1884, the time at which this study begins, the seeds of great changes were being sown. Those three years saw the publication of two sensational exposures of slum conditions which led to the establishment of a Royal Commission on working-class housing and eventually to the building of the first council flats; the foundation of London’s first socialist organizations, the Social Democratic Federation and the Fabian Society, which helped to transform politics, government, and trades unionism in London and eventually contributed to the creation of the Labour Party; the establishment in Whitechapel of the Toynbee Hall Settlement, one of the seedbeds of the modern welfare state; the passing of the Cheap Trains Act, which stimulated mass commuting and the growth of working-class suburbs; the introduction of London’s (and Europe’s) first cable-driven tram service; the International Electric Exhibition at Crystal Palace, where Edison first displayed his world-changing inventions to the British public; the opening of Edison’s Holborn electricity generating station, the first steam-powered public electric power station in the world; London’s first electric-lit street, hotel, and church; the construction of a network of high-pressure water-mains pipes to power hydraulic lifts all over central London; the introduction of almost universal male franchise; the loss of the ‘Ashes’ to the Australian cricket team; the invention of the Welsbach gas mantle, producing the first really bright street lamps; the appointment of W. T. Stead, the creator of the popular campaigning style known as the New Journalism, as editor of the Pall Mall Gazette; the discovery (in Germany) of the cholera, tuberculosis, and diphtheria bacilli and London’s last significant outbreak of typhus, signalling the fading power of the great killer diseases; and the start of mass immigration of Jews from Russia and Poland which transformed the East End and led, in 1905, to modern England’s first immigration laws.




    Sometimes single events so dominate a year that the deeper changes taking place at the same time are obscured. In 1888, the year of the sensational Whitechapel murders, male and female Londoners elected their first democratic city-wide government, the London County Council, and London got the world’s first two-tier urban administration. J. B. Dunlop patented the pneumatic tyre, helping to transform cycling from an uncomfortable hobby for daredevils into a powerful force in popular leisure and transport, and preparing the way for efficient motoring. London’s first halfpenny evening newspaper, the Star, was started, heralding the beginning of the age of mass circulation journalism. The first Sherlock Holmes novel, A Study in Scarlet, was published, and the Football League and the Lawn Tennis Association were founded. Charles Booth completed work on the first volume of his massive Life and Labour of the People in London, the first modern study of London’s economic and social life. Annie Besant helped to organize the matchgirls’ strike, a seminal event in the rise of modern unskilled trades unionism and the women’s movement. A fourteen-storey apartment block, Queen Anne’s Mansions, was built in Victoria, giving London (briefly) the tallest residential building in the world. Translations of three plays by Henrik Ibsen were published in London, introducing Londoners to social and sexual ideas which challenged the most cherished Victorian values.




    Other years could be chosen to represent London’s interconnected social, technological and cultural revolutions. In 1896, the speed limit for motorized vehicles was raised from 2 to 12 mph, and London saw the first Motor Show and the London to Brighton run. In that same year cycling became a popular and fashionable pastime, and work on the electric Central Line, the first multi-station deep level Tube train, was started. Lumière’s first cinematograph film was shown at the Empire Theatre, Leicester Square, and some of the earliest films of London scenes and news events were shot. Marconi arrived in London with two bags of radio equipment and transmitted the first public wireless signals from the General Post Office, Alfred Harmsworth published the first mass-circulation daily paper, the Daily Mail, starting a revolution in London journalism, and the new London School of Economics (founded by the Fabians in 1895 with a bequest from a rich admirer) opened the British Library of Political and Economic Science.




    London in these thirty years experienced a transition that was technological, political, demographic, sexual, social, racial, cultural, architectural, and spatial: it is hard to think of an aspect of urban life that was not fundamentally transformed between 1883 and 1914. Electrification, motorization, socialism, secularism, feminism, cosmopolitanism, family planning, suburbanization, mass entertainment, modern retailing, democracy, state intervention were all at work in the London of the 1890s and 1900s, as they have been ever since. This sense of rapid and momentous change is not detectable only in retrospect: people living in the period, before the horrors of the Great War created the illusion that there had been a prewar ‘Golden Age’, believed that they were living in a time of unprecedented change and modernity. In the 1880s and 1890s people spoke of the New Journalism, the New Unionism, the New Realism, the New Woman, the New Aristocracy, the New Liberalism, and they had good reason to do so. Many contemporary writers sensed that a new world was in the making in the years around 1900, though they disagreed about whether the future would be socialist (Bernard Shaw, William Morris and the Webbs), scientific (H. G. Wells), sexual (Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter), psychic (Conan Doyle and Annie Besant), or suburban (Ebenezer Howard and Sidney Low).




    That is not to say that new ideas and new technology marched on without resistance in these thirty years. Anyone looking at London in the early twentieth century, or even today, can see that it did not go the way of Chicago or New York, embracing modern high-rise architecture without reservation. The spread of electricity, the telephone, tall buildings, the tram, the motor car, birth control, women’s emancipation, democracy, and efficient government were all impeded and weakened by timidity, conservatism, or misunderstanding, with the result that London was not transformed by them as rapidly as it might have been. The modernity of the age was denounced as often as it was welcomed: the persecution and ruin of Oscar Wilde, the outrage provoked by London productions of the plays of Ibsen in the 1890s and by Roger Fry’s first post-Impressionist exhibition in 1910, the powerful opposition to women’s suffrage and Jewish immigration, the 2 mph speed limit on early motor vehicles, the height restriction on new office and apartment blocks, and the Churches’ struggle to hold back the tide of heathenism, all indicate that two ages were in conflict, and knew that they were.




    Author’s notes




    There are several different Londons, and I have referred to four of them:




    

      

        

          The City, the inner business district, stretching roughly from the Tower of London to Chancery Lane, and from the Thames to Smithfield and Liverpool Street Station. 677 acres, or just over a square mile.




          Inner London, or the County of London, the area under the authority of the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW) until 1888 and the London County Council (LCC) thereafter, and stretching from Roehampton and Hammersmith in the west to Eltham, Woolwich, Bow and Hackney (the River Lea) in the east, and from Tooting and Sydenham in the south to Hampstead and Stoke Newington in the north. Nearly 75,000 acres, or 117 square miles.




          Outer London, the built-up area beyond the county boundary, but within the Metropolitan Police District. Growing in area, but with an upper limit of 605 square miles.




          Greater London, which is the sum of all the other three.


        


      


    




    Londoners in these years divided their pounds into twenty shillings (s), each of which was in turn divided into twelve pence (d). Following pre-decimal practice, I have expressed smaller sums of money like this: 2s (two shillings), 10s 6d (ten shillings and sixpence, or ‘ten and six’), and so on.




    The 1900s, in my usage, refer to the first decade of the twentieth century, not the whole hundred years.








  



    

       

    


	



    

     

      

       

        

          I move from eastern wretchedness




          

            Through Fleet Street and the Strand;


          




          And as the pleasant people press




          

            I touch them softly with my hand,


          




          Perhaps I know that still I go




          

            Alive about a living land.


          




          

           

            

               John Davidson, ‘A Loafer’, 1894
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    LONDON IN THE 1880S





    The Great Unknown




    London, said the novelist Henry James in 1882, was ‘the most complete compendium of the world. The human race is better represented there than anywhere else, and if you learn to know your London you learn a great many things.’ Knowing this vast city well, of course, was a rare and difficult accomplishment, and one which very few Londoners achieved. Nobody could know it in the 1880s as it had been known by the historian John Stow in the 1590s, or the scientist and surveyor Robert Hooke in the 1670s, or Samuel Johnson in the 1770s. The London of Shaw, Wilde, and Wells was a city of cities, whose biggest component parts – Westminster, Islington, Stepney, Lambeth, St Pancras, West Ham – were the size of Edinburgh, Bristol, or Sheffield. Those who set about getting to know London as a whole were people with a mission, writers, reporters, social reformers, evangelists, and cab drivers, and they had to devote a lifetime to the subject. One who tried harder than most was the Liverpool shipowner Charles Booth, who began a study of the social, industrial, and cultural life of the city in 1886, and spent seventeen years and seventeen volumes on his task. But by the time he had completed his work London was no longer the city it had been when his researches began. It was, among many other things, much bigger in both area and population. Greater London’s population grew more quickly (in absolute terms) in these years than at any other time in its history – at a rate of almost a million a decade between 1881 and 1901, and another nine hundred thousand by 1914. The great city had always been a moving target, but in the thirty years before the Great War, a time we often think of as a period of calm and continuity before the cataclysm that was to come, London was moving faster than ever before.




    To the vast majority of Londoners, most of their own city was untrodden territory. They knew the neighbourhood in which they lived, shopped and went to church and school, and perhaps that in which they worked. But under two million Londoners were in paid occupations (in 1891), and many of these, including about three hundred thousand domestic servants, slept where they worked. Trips to London’s great shopping streets in the West End, Regent Street, Oxford Street, Piccadilly, or the Strand, or to a central London theatre or music hall, or perhaps to the Regent’s Park Zoo or the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, might take Londoners away from their familiar territory from time to time, but in general life in London was local and small-scale. Henry James again: ‘Practically, of course, one lives in a quarter, in a plot; but in imagination and by a constant mental act of reference the accommodated haunter enjoys the whole . . . He fancies himself, as they say, for being a particle in so unequalled an aggregation; and its immeasurable circumference, even though unvisited and lost in smoke, gives him the sense of a social, an intellectual margin.’1




    The average Londoner, according to the (incomplete) statistics gathered by the train, tram, and omnibus companies, only made about sixty-five journeys a year by public transport in the early 1880s. They did far more journeys on foot, but Augustus Hare, whose Walks in London went through seven editions between 1878 and 1901, was convinced that most Londoners, at least until they had read and followed his book, were ignorant of their own great city. ‘Few indeed are the Londoners who see more than a small circuit around their homes, the main arteries of mercantile life, and some of the principal sights . . . Scarcely any man in what is usually called “society” has the slightest idea of what there is to be seen in his own great metropolis . . . and the architectural treasures of the City are almost as unknown to the West End as the buried cities of Bashan or the lost tombs of Etruria’. Even using Hare’s thousand-page guide, the dedicated explorer would not be taken north of King’s Cross into Camden and Kentish Town, or south beyond the old riverside districts of Southwark and Lambeth into the well-populated suburbs of Walworth, Newington, and Peckham. In the west, Hare accompanied his readers as far as Chelsea and the museums of South Kensington, and even to distant Fulham, but in the east he took them only to Wapping, Spitalfields, Stepney, and Shoreditch, and left them to find their own way, if they dared, through ‘the populous district of Hackney’, ‘the black poverty-stricken district of Bethnal Green’, and the ‘miserable thickly inhabited districts of Shadwell and Limehouse’.2




    There were plenty of Londoners for whom a walk with Hare’s guidebook in their hand would have been an unimaginable adventure. Arnold Bennett, watching crowds gather for a royal wedding in July 1896, was struck by the fact that there was a hidden army of Londoners, especially young women, who were rarely seen on its streets and in its omnibuses. Piccadilly that day was ‘thronged with women in light summer attire – cool, energetic, merry, inquisitive, and having the air of being out for the day’.




    

      

        

          Judging from the ordinary occupants of the streets, one is apt to think of London as a city solely made up of the acute, the knowing, the worldly, the blasé. But, hidden away behind sunblinds in quiet squares and crescents, there dwells another vast population, seen in large numbers only at such times as this, an army of the Ignorantly Innocent, in whose sheltered seclusion a bus-ride is an event, and a day spent amongst the traffic of the West End is an occasion long to be remembered.3


        


      


    




    As population growth, along with improvements in public transport and changes in patterns of work and family life, enabled and encouraged middle-class Londoners to settle in residential neighbourhoods away from the commercial and manufacturing centres of the city, their knowledge of what life was like in other parts of London, and especially in poorer districts, became thinner and more second-hand. In 1880 what most well-off Londoners knew about the lives of the London poor, apart from those of their own servants, probably came from articles in the Illustrated London News or The Times, newspaper reports from the police courts, cartoons in Punch, or working-class scenes from stage melodramas and romantic novels. There had been serious accounts of the London poor, from Henry Mayhew in the 1850s to James Greenwood and Thomas Wright in the 1860s and 1870s, but their influence and readership were not great. In the 1880s and 1890s a new generation of writers, including Charles Booth, George Sims, Walter Besant, W. T. Stead, Israel Zangwill, and George Gissing, told comfortable Londoners some uncomfortable truths about the city in which they lived.




    One of the most active and influential of these writers was Walter Besant, the author of dozens of novels and travel pieces, the founder (in 1884) of the Society of Authors and later a prolific historian of London. One of Besant’s earlier novels, All Sorts and Conditions of Men, published in 1882, set out to reveal the economic and cultural poverty of the East End to London’s large reading public, and to propose some practical remedies. Two millions of people, or thereabouts, live in the East End of London. That seems a good-sized population for an utterly unknown town. They have no institutions of their own to speak of, no public buildings of any importance, no municipality, no gentry, no carriages, no soldiers, no picture-galleries, no theatres, no opera – they have nothing . . . Probably there is no such spectacle in the whole world as that of this immense, neglected, forgotten great city of East London.




    . . . Nobody goes east, no one wants to see the place; no one is curious about the way of life in the east. Books on London pass it over; it has little or no history . . . 4








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER ONE





    [image: ]




    City of Smoke




    ‘Let me see,’ said Holmes, standing at the corner, and glancing along the line, ‘I should like just to remember the order of the houses here. It is a hobby of mine to have an exact knowledge of London.’




    Arthur Conan Doyle,


    ‘The Adventure of the Red-Headed League’,


    in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, 1892




    The common feeling that London was vast, mysterious, and unknowable was intensified by the murkiness of its atmosphere, which was especially dense in the 1880s. Smoke-laden fog had been a familiar and unpleasant feature of London’s environment for centuries, but the problem seemed to get much worse in the nineteenth century, when the number of fireplaces burning coal, and chimneys emitting smoke, increased about sixfold. Smoke-abatement legislation introduced since the 1840s had driven some dirty industries into the eastern suburbs, but did not control domestic coal burning. The amount of coal used in homes and industry in London each year increased from about 10 million tons in 1879 to over 16 million tons in 1910. Londoners spoke of their dense fogs with a sort of affection – to Dickens in the 1850s and 1860s a thick fog was ‘London’s ivy’ or a ‘London particular’, and to the Londoner of the 1890s it was a ‘pea-souper’, and London itself was the ‘big smoke’. Thick fogs could make walking familiar London streets into an adventure. In 1900 H. G. Wells’ romantic schoolteacher, Mr Lewisham, enjoyed ‘the dangers of the street corners, the horses looming up suddenly out of the dark, the carters with lanterns on their horses’ heads, the street lamps, blurred smoky orange at one’s nearest, and vanishing at twenty yards into dim haze’. The poet and critic Arthur Symons, in an essay on London published in 1909, took a gloomier view of fog:




    

      

        

          It stifles the mind as well as choking the body. It comes on slowly and stealthily, picking its way, choosing its direction, leaving contemptuous gaps in its course; then it settles down like a blanket of solid smoke, which you can feel but not put from you. The streets turn putrescent, the gas lamps hang like rotting fruit, you are in a dark tunnel, in which the lights are going out, and beside you, unseen, there is a roar and rumble, interrupted with sharp cries, a stopping of wheels and a beginning of the roar and rumble over again.5


        


      


    




    Marion Sambourne, the wife of the successful Punch political cartoonist Linley Sambourne, whose house in Stafford Terrace, Kensington, is preserved as a museum of late Victorian domestic and artistic life, shared Symons’ distaste for fog. Her diary in the very foggy winter of 1886–87 repeatedly refers to the unpleasantness and inconvenience of the weather. On 23 November 1886, for instance: ‘Fearful fog!!! Third day. Lin started for Punch dinner but had to return’.6




    A thick fog hid London altogether, but a moderate one made it beautiful. It lent an impressionistic charm to the city painted by James Whistler in the 1870s and 1880s, especially his Nocturnes depicting the Thames at Chelsea and Battersea, and his lovely view of Piccadilly on a foggy evening in 1883, Nocturne in Grey and Gold. To Whistler, London was at its most beautiful ‘when the evening mist clothes the riverside with poetry, as with a veil, and the poor buildings lose themselves in the dim sky, and the tall chimneys become campanili, and the warehouses are palaces in the night, and the whole city hangs in the heavens, and fairyland is before us’.7 Claude Monet painted at least a hundred pictures of London between 1899 and 1901, mostly in the fog and nearly all of the Thames, Waterloo and Charing Cross bridges and the Houses of Parliament seen from the Savoy Hotel and St Thomas’s Hospital. What interested him particularly was the way the view was altered by the autumn and winter fogs: ‘My practised eye has found that objects change in appearance in a London fog more and quicker than in any other atmosphere.’ To Monet, London’s fogs and mists were a powerful justification for the impressionist approach to the urban landscape: ‘How could English painters of the nineteenth century have painted its houses brick by brick? Those fellows painted bricks which they didn’t see, which they couldn’t see . . . London would not be beautiful without the fog, which gives it its marvellous breadth. Its regular, massive blocks become grandiose in that mysterious cloak.’8 In a dialogue called ‘The Decay of Lying’, written in 1889, when London was at its foggiest, Oscar Wilde (represented by Vivian in the dialogue) suggested that London’s fogs, or at least Londoners’ consciousness of them, were the creation of painters and poets:




    

      

        

          Where, if not from the Impressionists, do we get those wonderful brown fogs that come creeping down our streets, blurring the gas-lamps and changing the houses into monstrous shadows? To whom, if not to them and their master, do we owe the lovely silver mists that brood over our river, and turn to faint forms of fading grace curved bridge and swaying barge? The extraordinary change that has taken place in the climate of London during the last ten years is entirely due to a particular school of Art . . . At present, people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but because poets and painters have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such effects. There may have been fogs for centuries in London. I dare say there were. But no one saw them, and so we do not know anything about them. They did not exist till Art had invented them. Now, it must be admitted, fogs are carried to excess. They have become the mere mannerism of a clique, and the exaggerated realism of their method gives dull people bronchitis. Where the cultured catch an effect, the uncultured catch cold.9


        


      


    




    So powerful were the suggestive effects of the Impressionists’ work that a week’s thick fog, like the one that descended just before Christmas 1891, could kill about 700 people. In the relatively clear Edwardian decade about 6,500 bronchitic Londoners died each year, but in 1886, probably the foggiest year of all, over 11,000 imagined themselves to death.




    Useful as it was to artists, Punch cartoonists, and the writers of detective stories and Gothic novels, the thick yellowish fog produced by the suspension of soot and coal smoke, and especially by sulphur (oxidized into sulphuric acid), in naturally occurring fogs on still autumn and winter days corroded buildings, damaged fabrics (especially curtains and hanging washing), attacked lungs, and increased mortality in London by 5 per cent or more. The number of days on which London was foggy increased from around twenty or thirty at the start of the century to about forty-five in the early 1870s and between sixty and eighty-five in the 1880s. A run of foggy years between 1878 and 1880 (averaging sixty-nine foggy days a year) stimulated interest in the problem. Several books on air and smoke pollution in London were published in the early 1880s, and in 1882 the National Health Society put on a smoke-abatement exhibition in South Kensington. This in turn led to the formation of the London-based National Smoke Abatement Institute, which campaigned through exhibitions and conferences for action to cleanse the London air. The frequency of thick fogs reached its peak in 1886 (eighty-six days) and 1887 (eighty-three days), and then, for no obvious reason, tailed off to about forty-five foggy days a year between 1893 and 1904, and under twenty in 1905, 1906, and 1908. Some experts believed the decline in fogs was the result of changes in London’s temperature and prevailing wind, but more efficient grates and the spreading use of gas, especially for cooking, probably played a more important part in the change. In 1910, according to Laurence Chubb, secretary of the Coal Smoke Abatement Society, ‘over 750,000 gas-cookers are in use in the metropolis alone, and their aggregate effect in preventing the emission of smoke from kitchen chimneys must be very great’.10




    Before this improvement, and especially between 1878 and 1892, London was much foggier than it had been in the days of Dickens, or those of the artist Gustave Doré, whose figures seemed to live in the 1870s in a continuously foggy atmosphere. In addition to foggy days there were ‘dark’ days, in which ‘high fog’, or thick smoke-polluted cloud, completely obscured the daylight, leaving London in a state of ‘day darkness’. Even London’s clearer days would have seemed murky to rural visitors, or to us. ‘Judged by the autographic records’, the head of the Meteorological Office wrote in 1911, the London air was ‘still almost opaque to sunshine strong enough to burn the card of the recorder during the winter months’.11 In the winter of 1901–2 there was a scientific study of the frequency, intensity, and causes of London fogs by the Meteorological Office and the London County Council. On ten occasions in December and January, on days that were not classified as foggy, the director of the survey climbed to the top of London’s second highest building, the Victoria Tower of the Houses of Parliament, and found that visibility was always between half a mile and one and a quarter miles. He never managed to catch sight of London’s highest building, the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, a mile and a half away12




    Five Million Londoners




    Late Victorian London was so vast, so diverse in its economic, social, and cultural organization, so complex in its government, so fragmented into socially and politically distinct neighbourhoods, that it defies brief or simple description. But some basic demographic and administrative facts will help to set the scene. At some time in 1883 or 1884 London’s population passed the five million mark. In the modern world, where there are overgrown super-cities of ten million or more in Asia, Africa, and the Americas, five million does not seem an extraordinary figure, but such a vast concentration of people, living together in one continuous urban area, had never been seen before. No city in the history of the world had approached London’s size, and none of London’s nineteenth-century rivals could match it. There were about 2.3 million Parisians in 1883, about 1.2 million Berliners, and the same number of Viennese. The largest non-European city, New York, had just over 2 million citizens in the early 1880s, and would not overtake London in size until the 1930s. Over the next thirty years London’s population carried on growing as fast as it had ever done, and faster than all its great European contemporaries. It reached 6 million in 1895, 7 million in 1907, and about 7.5 million by August 1914. There were more Londoners in 1914 than there were in 2000, living in an area about half the size of modern London, but roughly double the size of London in 1883.




    Vast numbers of late Victorian Londoners were citizens by settlement, rather than birth. Of the 3.8 million people living in the London registration district (the area designated as the County of London in 1888) in the census year of 1881, over 34 per cent, 1.3 million, were born elsewhere in the United Kingdom (including over 80,000 from Ireland), and almost 107,000 (2.7 per cent) were foreign-born. The percentage of UK migrants in the County of London’s population fell steadily to about 26 per cent by 1911, but the foreign-born share rose to 4.7 per cent (210,000 people) over the same period. This rise was mainly the result of the settlement of Russian and Polish Jews in the East London borough of Stepney, whose population was almost 21 per cent foreign-born in 1911. In 1898 Baedeker’s guide tried to impress its readers with the immensity of London’s immigrant populations: ‘There are in London more Scotsmen than in Aberdeen, more Irish than in Dublin, more Jews than in Palestine, and more Roman Catholics than in Rome. The number of Americans resident in London has been estimated by a competent authority at 15,000, while perhaps 100,000 pass through it annually.’13 In 1881, before the great influx from East Europe, the biggest foreign populations in London were German (22,000), French (8,250), Polish (6,930), American (4,300), Dutch (4,200), Italian (3,500), and Swiss (2,300). There were several distinctive areas of foreign settlement in London in the 1880s: a small Chinese quarter in Limehouse, a famous Italian community in Saffron Hill (Clerkenwell), a cosmopolitan mixture of French, Swiss, and Italians in Soho, and a rapidly growing population of Polish and Russian Jews in Whitechapel, a district whose cheap rooms and sweated industries accomodated the very poorest settlers. In general migrants from the UK were more likely to settle in well-off West End and suburban boroughs where healthy country girls could find jobs as domestic servants – Chelsea, Hampstead, Paddington, Kensington, and Westminster.




    The city’s population was spreading, as well as growing. By the early 1880s, London had already spread far out into its surrounding farmland and market gardens, turning villages like West Ham, Hackney, Stoke Newington, Peckham, and Earls Court into heavily populated suburbs. London’s apparently unstoppable sprawl, especially since the building of railways after the 1830s, was a constant topic of amazement or complaint. But up to 1880 the growth of London’s continuous built-up area was nearly all within four miles of Charing Cross, and cab drivers charged extra to go further afield than this. Only Hammersmith in the west, Greenwich, Poplar, and Stratford in the east, and the ribbon development along the northbound Great Cambridge Road, through Tottenham and Edmonton, strayed far outside this four-mile circle. This was the metropolitan limit used by James Thorne, whose Handbook to the Environs of London was published in 1876, though many of the places he described were rapidly being absorbed by the spreading city. Railways had encouraged the growth of some well-populated commuter or market towns a few miles from London, places like Ealing, Enfield, Willesden, Barking, Woolwich, Penge, Norwood, Lewisham, Croydon, Surbiton, and Wandsworth, but most of these were still separated from London by open agricultural or heath land in 1880. This pattern of development reflected the nature of the transport available in the 1870s to suburban breadwinners who had to make a daily journey to work in the City, Westminster, or the East End. The poor or energetic could walk, but would only cover two or three miles in an hour. Horse-drawn omnibuses went at four or five miles an hour (and faster on a clear road) but high fares meant that only the middle class and better-paid working men could afford to use them every day. Surface trains and the steam-driven shallow underground lines (the District and Metropolitan Lines, and most of the Circle) were also too expensive for working-class commuters, except on a few lines which had been forced to run cheap workmen’s trains by Parliament. But trains were fast, making it possible for well-off commuters to live in country towns like Wimbledon, Kingston, Richmond, Sydenham, and Bromley in the south, or Harrow, Barnet, Enfield, and Walthamstow in the north.




    In London’s population, women outnumbered men, as they did in the country generally, and as they do today. In 1891 there were 111 females for every hundred males in Greater London, compared with 106 to 100 in England and Wales as a whole. The difference was greater in London because of the large number of female servants employed there, and was greater still in richer districts, where servants were more plentiful. Thus Hampstead and Kensington, with over 150 women to 100 men, topped the list in 1891, followed by Paddington, Penge, Hornsey, Lewisham, St Marylebone, Acton, and Wandsworth. The most ‘masculine’ boroughs, with few households rich enough to employ servants and many workers in male-dominated industries, were in the centre, the east (both inner and outer), and just south of the river. In Woolwich, East Ham, and Barking males easily outnumbered females, and in West Ham, Bermondsey, Southwark, Stepney, Poplar, Finsbury, and the City there was a rough parity between the sexes. This imbalance became more pronounced, as it does today, in old age, but it was significant among people in their twenties and thirties, too, and must have affected patterns of courtship, marriage, and childbirth. In Kensington and Hampstead women of twenty to twenty-four outnumbered men of the same age by two or three to one, and in the County of London as a whole there were 119 women of twenty to thirty-nine for every hundred men of that age in 1911. For various reasons, including this imbalance, 19 per cent of women in the County had not married by their mid-forties.14




    There were striking differences between the age structure of late Victorian London’s population and that of modern London. To our eyes the London of the 1880s and 1890s would have seemed very full of children, but very short of old people. The proportion of the population between fifteen and sixty-four, what we might call ‘working age’ today, was about 62 per cent in 1891, compared with the 2001 figure of 68.5 per cent. The great difference was that in the London (and England) of 1891 under-fifteens outnumbered over-sixty-fives by almost nine to one, while in 2001 the ratio was three to two. In modern London there are as many pensioners as there are under-tens (about 900,000 of each), but in Greater London in 1891 there were under 300,000 over-sixty-fives and nearly 1,300,000 under-tens.15 The reasons for this difference in age structure were fairly simple. In modern London, the birth rate (the number of babies born each year per thousand people) is about 12, the death rate is about 10 and life expectancy at birth is seventy-eight. In the mid-1880s, birth and death rates had already started their long decline from the peaks of the 1860s, but the birth rate was over 32 per 1,000, the death rate was about 22 per 1,000, and life expectancy at birth was about forty-two.16 A woman who married in the 1880s and remained married for twenty-five years would, on average, produce just over five live babies, compared with a woman marrying in 1910, who would produce just over three, and a woman in the 1920s or 1930s, who would produce just over two. The demographic transition, the shift from the high birth and death rates of traditional societies to the low rates of the modern world, had begun in England in the 1870s, and by 1914 its effects on London’s population structure were very great, but in the 1880s London’s pattern of births and deaths was still predominantly traditional. About 180,000 babies were born in London in 1891 (to a population of 5.6 million), and probably around 150,000 of these survived to their first birthday. In the London of 2001, with a population of 7 million, 104,000 babies were born, though few of these died in their first year.17




    Forty Governments




    To some newcomers this immense city seemed to be nothing but an overgrown monster without structure or organization, or an immeasurable and uncontrollable mass of streets and houses spreading like a huge stain across the surrounding countryside. This impression was mistaken. In many respects London was, and had to be, a highly organized city. Its rapid growth since the start of the nineteenth century, and the many problems this growth created, had forced generally unwilling politicians and administrators to devise new ways of making life safe and tolerable in a vast metropolis. By the mid-1880s Londoners were policed by a Metropolitan Police force of about 14,500 men (42 per cent of the policemen in England and Wales), and protected from fires by a professional and well-equipped Fire Brigade with stations all over the city. In 1883, 90 per cent of the 540,000 children of the age (five to thirteen) and class expected to go to state or Church elementary schools actually did so, though perhaps not every day. The worst problems of the 1830s and 1840s, inadequate drainage and a polluted water supply, had been alleviated by the construction of a modern sewer network and new controls on private water companies, and by the imposition of a range of sanitary and environmental duties on London’s thirty-nine administrative units (the City, twenty-three large parishes, and fifteen district boards). Although constant supplies of clean water were not yet available to many poorer houses, the epidemic diseases caused by foul water earlier in the century, cholera and typhoid, had been driven out. Thanks to universal smallpox vaccination, growing habits of domestic cleanliness, cheaper food, rising living standards, and perhaps compulsory education, mortality from the other great infectious diseases, typhus, tuberculosis, scarlet fever, and whooping cough, was also in decline, and Londoners were starting to live healthier and longer lives.




    London’s magnificent main drainage system was the proudest achievement of the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW), the nearest thing London had to a city-wide administrative authority in the early 1880s. The Board, which was created in 1855, had responsibility for main drainage, fire-fighting, building main roads and bridges, and managing some of London’s larger parks and commons, and it was charged with implementing much of the public health and safety legislation passed in the 1860s and 1870s. The Board was not a directly elected body, but was composed of delegates chosen by London’s elected local government bodies, the parish vestries, the district boards, and the City.




    London did not exist as a county until 1888, when the London County Council (LCC) replaced the Metropolitan Board of Works. Until then, the whole of London north of the Thames and west of the River Lea was in the County of Middlesex, and London south of the Thames was either in Surrey (from Camberwell westwards) or Kent. Kentish London consisted mainly of the three south-eastern towns of Deptford, Greenwich, and Woolwich, and the growing borough of Lewisham. The newer working-class districts east of the Lea and north of the Thames, West and East Ham, Leyton, Walthamstow, Romford, Ilford, Epping, Barking, and Silvertown, were in Essex, beyond the authority of the MBW before 1888 and of the LCC afterwards. The Metropolitan Board of Works gave a sort of unity to the 117 square miles it covered, and London was already unified for policing purposes by the Metropolitan Police District, created in 1839, a rough circle about 30 miles in diameter, covering 693 square miles, including much undeveloped agricultural land. Only the City of London, which had retained its own police force in 1829, was outside the Metropolitan Police District. There was also one London-wide elected body covering the MBW area, the London School Board, which had been created in 1870 to provide elementary education for any children whose parents wanted it, and could pay the small weekly fee. To some observers working-class London in the 1880s and 1890s might have seemed to be a city of savages, but in reality nearly all of its children went to school, and so, in most cases, had their parents.18




    London’s local administration was in the hands of its long-established parishes, which had responsibility for important sanitary and environmental matters, including street lighting and cleaning, public health inspection and enforcement, and the provision of local libraries and baths. The 1855 Act that created the Metropolitan Board of Works recognized twenty-three parishes as large and efficient enough to administer these matters independently, and grouped the fifty-five smaller parishes into fifteen district boards. These amalgamations did not produce administrative units of roughly equal size or population: the St Pancras, Lambeth, and Islington vestries had populations of 240,000, 280,000, and 320,000 respectively in 1891, while the vestry of St Martin-in-the-Fields and the tiny Strand District Board had only 40,000 people between them.




    By the early 1880s few people had anything good to say about the two-tier system of government that had managed London since 1855. Such was the lack of public and political interest in the vestries that many (often most) vestrymen were elected unopposed, and when elections were held a combination of a restrictive ratepayer franchise and public apathy led to very low turnouts. In the 1885 vestry elections only ninety of London’s two hundred wards were contested, and in the forty wards where a full poll (rather than a show of hands) was held, thirty-two candidates topped their list with under fifty votes.19 Probably only one in thirty of those entitled to vote in vestry elections did so in that year, and those who had to pay for public services were much more likely to vote than those who stood to benefit from them the most. The vestries and district boards represented neither the skills and power of the London elite (whose members had more important or interesting things on their minds than petty parochial duties), nor the democratic weight of the mass of citizens, who either could not or would not vote in vestry elections. Most parish vestrymen were shopkeepers, publicans, tradesmen, and members of the professions, generally members of local ratepayers’ associations, who were more interested in keeping local taxes low than in extending public services. For example, parishes and district boards had been given the authority in the 1850s to open free public libraries if most ratepayers agreed to it, but by 1886 only two had done so.




    The problem was exacerbated by the social and economic distinction between rich and poor vestries and boards. The West End vestries, which had the least pressing need for the social and environmental services a parish might offer, found it much easier to raise revenue through their local property tax, or rate, than poorer vestries in East and south London, which had greater need of social services but less ability to pay for them. So the rateable value (per head) of property in the richest vestries, St Martin-in-the-Fields and St James’s Piccadilly, was about ten times as high in 1896 as that of the poorest vestries, Bethnal Green, Mile End Old Town, Newington, and St George-in-the-East. The City, with its vast wealth and shrinking population, was in a class of its own, over three times richer, per head, than the richest vestry. This problem was partly alleviated by the existence of London-wide (‘First Tier’) bodies, like the Metropolitan Police, the Metropolitan Board of Works, and the London School Board, whose services were paid for from London-wide rates, and by the Metropolitan Common Poor Fund (1867), which covered nearly half of the cost of poor relief, and into which parishes paid according to their wealth. But the disparity between vestries as far as social and sanitary spending was concerned was not alleviated at all until 1894, when the London Equalisation of Rates Act compelled vestries and district boards to subscribe to a common fund according to their rateable value. By the late 1890s this fund was worth about £900,000 a year, compared with the £1,600,000 raised directly from parish rates.20




    The effects of these disparities were most serious in the field of sanitation, where vestries had their most important responsibilities. Poorer vestries employed fewer sanitary inspectors, used part-time Medical Officers of Health, and had hardly any headquarters staff. Their dimly lit streets were cleaned less well and less often, and sanitary nuisances were left to pollute and infect poorer neighbourhoods. In 1885 the relatively well-off districts of St Giles and St Olave’s (Southwark) employed about eight times as many sanitary inspectors (in relation to their population) as Bermondsey and Mile End, two of the poorest vestries. Rateable income was not the only factor, though, because St George-in-the-East, poorer than Bermondsey, employed six times as many inspectors.21 And sometimes the vestries ran their parishes with more vigour and commitment than their many critics, their heads filled with Dickensian stereotypes, expected them to. In October 1883, in the aftermath of the shocking revelation of The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, Sir Charles Dilke, one of the strongest critics of the London government system, made a brief study of sanitary and housing conditions in some of the worst slum districts, hoping to gather ammunition against the vestries. Disappointingly, he found Shoreditch much improved, Limehouse neglected, but not to a culpable degree, Bermondsey managing to reduce its death rate, and Lambeth and St George-the-Martyr better than he expected. Only conditions in parts of Clerkenwell, revealed to him in an anonymous letter, gave Dilke the sort of damaging material he had been searching for, and he and his allies used it to damn the whole system.22




    The truth was that vestry performance was patchy and variable, and that the vestries’ failures, as one might expect, have made a deeper impression on the historical record than their successes. The readers of the Lancet were scandalized in January 1883 to hear that in nearly 200 of 525 houses that had been inspected in Whitechapel drinking water was polluted by contact with the drainage system, and many examples of vestry inaction and penny-pinching were exposed by the Royal Commission on the Housing of the Working Classes in 1884–5.23 In the huge parish of St Pancras, for instance, an excellent record in building public baths and converting old graveyards into public gardens could hardly compensate for the persistent failure of its vestry (a mixture of publicans, bakers, builders, and miscellaneous tradesmen) to supply its Medical Officer with an adequate staff of sanitary inspectors or to implement the 1866 Sanitary Act rules on overcrowded lodging houses and multi-occupied houses. The smaller and poorer parish of St George-the-Martyr, Southwark, had made creditable efforts to improve sanitation after a scandalous typhus epidemic in 1864, but its failure to prevent gross overcrowding in the slums of Collier’s Rents was sensationally exposed by Andrew Mearns in 1883. Since the powers available to the vestry only allowed it to demolish slums and sell the cleared land to housing charities whose new dwellings were too expensive for the evicted families to rent, the vestry could rightly claim that doing nothing was better than driving the slum population from one parish to another. The active and intelligent Shoreditch vestry encountered exactly the same problem when it tried to tackle overcrowded and insanitary slums using the housing legislation of the 1860s and 1870s (the Torrens and Cross Acts), and the medical officer of another well-run parish, St Marylebone, concluded in 1884 that the laws available to vestries could only make things worse for slum-dwellers. ‘Not a house is rebuilt, not an area cleared, but their possibilities of existence are diminished, their livings made dearer and harder . . . until tenements are built in proportion to those demolished at low rents, it is not humane to press on large schemes.’24




    The Board of Works




    Many of the weaknesses of the vestries were repeated and intensified in the Metropolitan Board of Works, whose forty-six members generally included the longest-serving, oldest, and most conservative vestrymen. This small and close-knit body, not answerable to an electorate or to the political parties, attracted many accusations of jobbery and corruption, which, whether they were true or not, had a damaging and cumulative effect on its reputation. Yet the MBW had been given several important new powers and responsibilities since its creation in 1855, reflecting the growth in the scope of local government in the 1870s and 1880s. As well as its original responsibilities for building sewers and major roads, it had responsibility for putting out fires, clearing slums, and selling or renting the land to the builders of working-class dwellings, building Thames bridges and tunnels, inspecting theatres, music halls, and petrol and explosives stores, supervising child minders (or ‘baby farmers’) and animal keepers, sanctioning tramways, controlling dangerous structures, slaughterhouses, and dairies, supervising the width of new streets and the foundations of new buildings, and naming streets and numbering houses. Its rate income, which rose from about £300,000 in the 1860s to over £1 million in 1888, was collected by the vestries and district boards, with the City and the rich West End parishes paying the largest share. To neutralize the political hostility this might cause, the MBW spent most of its income on City and West End projects, leading the outer parishes like Woolwich and Hackney to question whether they were getting value for their money. Because the MBW was not directly elected, Parliament and the Treasury exercised a tight control over its borrowing and spending. This contributed to the Board’s failure to win control of London’s gas supply in 1875, and prevented it from buying London’s water supply from the local private water companies, as 400 smaller local authorities had done, in 1878.25 Neither of these vital services ever came under the direct control of London’s local authority, though most of the members of the Metropolitan Water Board, which took over the assets of the private water companies in 1904, were London borough and County councillors.




    One of the Metropolitan Board of Works’ most important and costly duties was to construct new roads to ease the flow of goods and people through London’s congested streets. One of its final achievements was to build Charing Cross Road and Shaftesbury Avenue, linking Trafalgar Square with Tottenham Court Road, and Piccadilly with New Oxford Street and Bloomsbury. Like so many of the Board’s enterprises, these were impeded by its lack of power, money, and democratic authority. The two roads, which were planned by Sir Joseph Bazalgette, the Board’s famous chief engineer, and sanctioned by Parliament in 1877, generally involved following and widening existing roads. Charing Cross Road took Castle Street as far north as Newport Street, cut across a squalid slum district around Newport Market (an area of butcher’s shops and slaughterhouses), and joined Crown Street at a new junction, Cambridge Circus. There was no question that these slums, which were described in a police report as ‘a reeking home of filthy vice’, and the ‘veritable focus of every danger which can menace the health and social order of a city’, deserved demolition, but the Board was obliged by the 1877 Street Improvements Act to provide land for rehousing over 10,000 displaced tenants. The Board was not allowed to build the new housing itself, but had the very difficult task of finding commercial or philanthropic builders who were prepared to buy or rent the land, and build low-cost housing on it.26 Shaftesbury Avenue followed and widened existing streets, mainly King Street and Dudley Street, to reach St Giles High Street, but then cut through what was left of the St Giles slums – the Rookery – to reach New Oxford Street, displacing many tenants. Where it met Piccadilly and Regent Street Shaftesbury Avenue turned a rather shapely junction that deserved to be called a Circus into an awkward one that did not. A few years later, in 1893, the junction was chosen as a site for Alfred Gilbert’s lively memorial (now called ‘Eros’) to the great philanthropist Lord Shaftesbury, with a fountain that soaked anyone who stood too near it. It took the MBW and the government about eight years to agree on the Board’s responsibility for the displaced tenants, and the two new roads were not opened until 1886 and 1887, completing the street pattern of the modern West End, just before the abolition of the Board.
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    WORKING LONDON




    








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER TWO
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    MAKING MONEY





    Londoners in the 1880s might be forgiven for believing that their city was the centre of the world. London was the place from which the world’s richest and most powerful country was governed, and from which its greatest empire was administered. This empire, as any reader of the Illustrated London News or the Boy’s Own Paper knew, was growing in area and population by the year, especially in Africa. By 1911 it covered about 12 million square miles, over a fifth of the land earth’s surface, and held about 400 million people, a quarter of the human race. London was a great imperial capital, and had begun to acquire since the 1860s a set of impressive public buildings and thoroughfares whose size and appearance matched its status. The Home and Colonial Offices, the India Office, the Foreign Office, the Albert Hall, the Royal Courts of Justice, the Natural History Museum, the Thames Embankment, and Hyde Park Corner were built or laid out between the 1860s and early 1880s, giving London – in places, at least – the appearance of an imperial capital. A few more streets and buildings with an imperial stamp, including Kingsway, Admiralty Arch, the Imperial Institute, Tower Bridge, the Admiralty extension, the Port of London Authority building, the re-fronted Buckingham Palace, and some magnificent hotels and department stores were built over the next thirty years, but elsewhere London retained much of its unplanned and accidental quality.




    The Port of London




    Those who wanted to feel a sense of London’s world power might stroll along Whitehall or the Mall, but to truly understand it they had to take a cab or horse bus along the Strand and Fleet Street into the City, or take a steamer, as Henry James did in the 1880s, from Westminster Bridge to Greenwich. This was a journey, he said, ‘that initiates you into the duskiness, the blackness, the crowdedness, the intensely commercial character of London’.




    

      

        

          Few European cities have a finer river than the Thames, but none certainly has expended more ingenuity in producing a sordid river front. For miles and miles you see nothing but the sooty backs of warehouses . . . Like so many aspects of English civilization that are untouched by elegance or grace, it has the merit of expressing something very serious. Viewed in this intellectual light, the polluted river, the sprawling barges, the dead-faced warehouses, the frowsy people, the atmospheric impurities, become richly suggestive. It sounds rather absurd, but all this smudgy detail may remind you of nothing less than the wealth and power of the British Empire at large.27


        


      


    




    London was the world’s busiest port, and its wharves and warehouses were piled high with commodities from every part of the world: tea, coffee, sugar, spices, rubber, wool, silk, fur, ivory, feathers, chinaware, grain, timber, meat, fruit, and so on. Tilbury, the last and easternmost of the wet docks that handled about a half the shipping tonnage in the Thames (the rest went to over 300 riverside wharves), was opened in 1886. Since the docks were surrounded with warehouses and high-security walls, much of this trade was not visible to ordinary Londoners, except for the 20,000 who worked (when they could) as dockers. Arthur Beavan, who wrote Imperial London in 1901, described the vast array of goods stored in its docks and warehouses.




    

      

        

          To stroll through miles of narrow alleys in these vast storerooms, between chests and half-chests, and boxes of tea from India, China and Ceylon, arranged as closely together as they can be, the atmosphere heavy with the peculiar odour from their wrappers; to be shown floor after floor, covered with upright bags of fragrant cinnamon and packages of nutmegs, mace, and cloves, is pleasant; and with a ‘tasting order’ to explore the labyrinths of the great wine-vaults, may produce an exhilarating effect; but by far the most interesting sight in these regions is the ivory warehouse at the London Docks.




          Just prior to one of the four annual sales, is arranged in orderly lots on the floor of a great room, with alley-ways between them, rough ivory of every shape and size – whole elephant tusks, ponderous but symmetrical; others sawn in two pieces, the larger halves stacked like drain-pipes one upon the other; and Siberian ivory from extinct hairy mammoths . . . Here the solid teeth of numerous hippopotami, and in special lots are many gracefully curved tusks of the walrus . . . 28


        


      


    




    Statistics confirmed the evidence of the eyes and nose. Of the goods imported into England and Wales in 1891, 30 per cent (by weight) and 38 per cent (by value) came into London’s docks and wharves, and the capital handled nearly 23 per cent (by value) of England’s exports, even though it was not itself a great producer of goods for export. Nearly twenty years later, in 1910, the Port of London still handled a third (by value) of UK imports and 18.6 per cent of its home-produced exports. It could be said without exaggeration that almost every product or commodity that was traded in the early twentieth-century world, from motorcycles to ostrich feathers, came through London’s docks or wharves. Its biggest imports were the things needed to feed its five, six, or seven million mouths: tea, sugar, wheat, butter, mutton, beef, fruit, cheese, and eggs. Next, there were the materials needed to keep Londoners dressed, and to supply London’s (and England’s) great clothing industries: leather, furs, skins and hides, cotton cloth, silks, jute, hemp, and wool. Wool, about 40 per cent of which was re-exported, was London’s most valuable import by far, representing (in 1910) over 10 per cent of its foreign imports. Then there were the raw materials London needed for its multitude of manufacturing industries: caoutchouc (unvulcanized rubber), metals (lead, copper, iron, and above all tin for London’s box makers), paper, straw, wood, oil, tallow, dyestuffs, and chemicals. And London was still a great imperial entrepôt, as it had been since the late seventeenth century, handling over half of the foreign and colonial goods brought into the UK for transhipment to overseas destinations. In 1910 these re-exported foreign goods, especially cocoa, coffee, drugs, gum, hemp, jute, leather, copper, tin, nuts, rum, silk goods, spices, tallow, tea, tobacco, and wool, represented about 40 per cent of the value of London’s export trade.29




    London’s position as an international port declined a little in the 1880s and 1890s, in the face of competition from Hamburg, Antwerp, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Liverpool, New York, and other growing ports, but steadied after 1900. London merchants had an impressive ability to find new commodities and markets to replace those they were losing, and to establish London as the dominant port for goods of which it was not the major producer or consumer. London merchants were experienced, skilful, and adaptable, moving from one commodity or trading partner to another as the pattern of trade changed. There was a general movement out of trade with Europe and the West Indies towards trade with Australasia and Africa, and away from wines and spirits, grains, and textile fibres and into furs, timber, rubber, tropical produce, and miscellaneous manufactures. The movement of the Samuel brothers from shells to petroleum (without changing their company’s name from Shell Transport and Trading to something more appropriate) is a famous example of this creative flexibility, and the decision in 1888 of Edward Fyffe, a Fenchurch Street tea merchant, to start importing a few bananas, is another.30




    Several factors explain London’s continuing success as a centre of world trade, despite growing competition from Germany and the USA. The presence of large numbers of settlers of British origin in some of the world’s most important trading countries, including those, like Argentina, that were not part of Britain’s ‘formal’ empire, was an important advantage, and Britain’s willingness to import, free of protective duties, vast amounts of goods from all over the world was another. There were practical advantages for countries like Canada, India, Australia, Argentina, and New Zealand in buying their manufactured imports from the biggest buyer of their raw material exports, and trade and common culture built a bond of trust and understanding. Britain had a further advantage in its dominance of international shipping. The mid-nineteenth-century American challenge had been seen off, and by 1907 the British merchant fleet, at 10.7 million tons, was more than twice the combined tonnage of its three nearest competitors, Germany (2.5 million tons), France (1.4 million tons), and the USA (1 million tons). Sixty per cent of Argentina’s maritime trade was carried in British ships on the eve of the Great War. Not only did this predominance give Britain and its leading port a great advantage in winning the lion’s share of world trade, but it also underpinned London’s control of world shipping. In marine insurance the power of the Lloyd’s insurance market was unchallenged, and the sale and chartering of ships to carry cargoes throughout the world was dominated by the members of the Baltic Exchange, who moved into their grand new building on St Mary Axe in 1903. Recognizing London’s primacy, shipping brokers and owners in other British and European centres set up offices, or appointed agents, in London. These shipping and insurance services, which were based on two centuries of experience and an incomparable worldwide network of agents and informants (communicating with London by electric telegraph), were an important contributor to the invisible earnings that turned Britain’s large trading deficit in merchandise (usually between £90 and £170 million a year) into a healthy balance of payments surplus that rose from about £50 million in 1883 to over £200 million in 1913. Thanks to these ‘invisible earnings’, of which a large proportion were generated by the City of London, Britain’s trading position in 1913, the end of a period usually described as one of relative economic decline, was much stronger than it had ever been before.31




    London’s unequalled network of international connections, along with its shipping and financial services and the skills of its merchants, encouraged exporters to send their goods to London for sale and transhipment to other destinations in Europe or elsewhere, sustaining its role as an entrepôt. City trading houses had the skills and capital to take the risk that the price of a commodity might fall or that customers might not be found quickly. Producers who were not sure where their goods might eventually be sold were most likely to send them to London, where transhipment was easy, information was excellent, and credit could be found more easily and cheaply than anywhere else. Australian wool came into London when the producers were ready to sell it, and was sold on when the manufacturers in Bradford and Huddersfield needed it. Sometimes ownership of the stored goods, whether they were wool, tea, coffee, carpets, copra, or copper, changed hands between several City dealers without leaving the warehouse. These transactions often took place in the many commodity exchanges that were scattered around and near the City: the Baltic Exchange for grain, timber, and Russian goods, the Coal Exchange in Lower Thames Street, the Wool Exchange in Coleman Street, the Hop Exchange in Southwark, the Metal Exchange (which moved from rooms over a hat shop in Lombard Court to a new building in Whittington Avenue in 1882), the two Corn Exchanges in Mark Lane, the Hudson’s Bay Company in Lime Street for fur, and the Commercial Sale Rooms in Mincing Lane for a range of foreign and colonial produce, including sugar, tea, coffee, rice, jute, oils, spices, wine, spirits, drugs, feathers, sarsaparilla, ‘rhubarb in tin-lined cases; horns containing the excretion of the civet-cat; camphor, honey, chincona, shellac, peppermint, the deadly strophanthus from Zambesi and . . . other strange and unfamiliar products of distant lands’.32 The unfortunate Paul Bultitude, who suffered the humiliation of being turned into a schoolboy in F. Anstey’s comic novel of 1882, Vice-Versa, made his living on the Mincing Lane Commercial Exchange.




    Smaller producers relied on the skills, information and connections of City dealers to find the best markets for their goods. This is why the City, especially two streets north of Cheapside, Wood Street and Lawrence Lane, was one of the centres of the British textile trade. The biggest City firm, Cooke’s of St Paul’s, handled far more business than the top Manchester company, John Rylands, and London’s second biggest textile merchant, Morley’s of Wood Street, sold a tenth of Britain’s hosiery and knitted goods. The dominance of the Wood Street wholesalers was only threatened after about 1900, when large textile manufacturers started selling branded goods directly to retailers, especially the big London department stores.33




    The World’s Banker




    London’s control of international trade did not depend only on ships and cargoes entering its port. Just as important as its physical trade was the ‘office trade’, in which the worldwide movement of goods was controlled by City dealers and brokers receiving information and sending instructions by electric telegraph. The telegraph made it easier for cargoes to be directed to the best markets without passing through London or any other intermediary, but it also created a vital strategic role for dealers at the centre of a worldwide web of commercial information. A London coffee broker explained the value of his services to a São Paulo producer in 1903: ‘We can pretty well tell you with one minute’s reference anybody’s price in any market in any day in any year.’34 Britain was not a great consumer of coffee, but the City managed about 30 per cent of the world’s coffee trade in 1909. The City controlled the world’s rubber trade, although the USA was the dominant importer, and even the trade in manila between the Philippines and the USA was run from London. Naturally, other cities dominated particular trades (Liverpool for cotton, Newcastle for coal), but London controlled far more commodities than any of its rivals, and had a hand in almost every trade. The concentration of information, money, and expertise in London gave it unrivalled economies of scale, and attracted merchants, brokers, bankers, and agents from all over the world, redoubling its influence and power.




    The City’s dominant position in British banking, which had been weakened in the industrial revolution by the rise of local country banks, was restored in the nineteenth century by the local banks’ need for a convenient intermediary between one region and another, a place in which funds and information could be exchanged. The introduction of the telegraph strengthened London’s central role, as did the growing importance of London bills of exchange as a form of currency. When local banks merged into stronger regional combines after the Companies Act of 1862, they often moved their headquarters to London, as did the National Provincial in 1868 and the Midland in 1891. Lloyds, a major Birmingham bank with long-standing London connections, joined the London Clearing House in 1884, but only moved its headquarters to London in 1910. From the 1880s London-based banking grew rapidly, partly at the expense of local banking. By 1895 the clearings of London-based banks were nearly twenty times as great as those of provincial banks, and by 1911 London-based banks owned over half the bank branches in Britain, holding two-thirds of the nation’s deposits.35




    By the 1880s the City of London was, more than ever before, the undisputed centre of international credit and investment, Britain’s and the world’s indispensable banker and investor. The severe and prolonged damage done to the Bank of France and the Paris Bourse by the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and the Commune of 1871 had removed London’s only serious rival as an international financial centre. Recognizing this, European and American finance houses opened branches in the City. Although the ‘City’ is often taken as the ultimate symbol of top-hatted Englishness, its leading families – Rothschild, Ralli, Hambro, Cassel, Kleinwort, Morgan, Schroder, and the rest – could hardly have been drawn from a more international background. The spread of the telegraph, which placed London at the centre of a cable network that stretched, by 1872, as far as Japan and Australia, provided the flow of information through which London-based financiers could exercise their worldwide control, and the London bill of exchange was trusted across the globe.




    The bill of exchange, a promise from a specific bank to pay the holder a particular sum on a certain date, was the currency through which the City financed and controlled world trade. Bills of exchange issued by London banks, a safe and easily negotiable alternative to cash, had been the most common form of currency for business and industrial use in Britain throughout the nineteenth century, and towards the end of the century, when the growing use of cheques reduced their domestic usefulness, their importance in international trade between new industrial nations and primary producers grew. Because of the universal use of the London bill, a large proportion of worldwide trading debts were settled in the City. As Sir Felix Schuster, the Frankfurt-trained Governor of the Union Bank of London, put it in 1903, ‘the coffee that is shipped from Brazil into France or Italy, the cotton from New Orleans to Poland, sulphur from Sicily to the United States, and agricultural machinery from the United States to the River Plate, all these trades find their Clearing House in Lombard Street’.36




    One of the institutions essential to London’s national and international dominance was the Stock Exchange, a large but outwardly unimpressive building between Throgmorton Street and Old Broad Street, just to the east of the Bank of England. The Stock Exchange had prospered by funding central government debt, and meeting the need for capital of a few large-scale enterprises, including canal, railway, water, and gas companies. Manufacturing enterprises and smaller companies did not generally seek or need loans raised in the City, but local authorities, including the Metropolitan Board of Works and the London County Council, did. In addition, the overseas demand for loans raised in the City was great and growing. On average, over 4 per cent of national income was invested overseas between 1880 and 1913, and by 1913 a third of Britain’s wealth was invested abroad. Britain’s earnings from interest on these overseas investments tripled from under £70 million to £200 million a year between 1884 and 1913, helping (along with other invisibles) to convert a deficit on visible trade into a large balance of payments surplus. About two-thirds of this overseas investment went to Australasia and North and South America, mostly to fund public or private infrastructure projects such as railways, roads, tramways, water, sewerage, and power systems, or large mining or industrial enterprises. The City’s biggest merchant banks, Rothschild, Barings, Kleinworts, and J. P. Morgan, along with the Bank of England, the London and Westminster Bank, and the Crown Agents handled the most important loan issues.37




    London’s role as a port and information centre, in physical and office trade, overseas investment, insurance, banking, shipping, broking, and arbitrage (exploiting the price differences between the London and foreign stock exchanges) gave it a unique position at the centre of international trade and finance. An exchange between the 1886–7 Royal Commission on Precious Metals and Bertram Currie, one of the City’s most powerful and intelligent bankers, captures the general view of London’s role in the world economy. Sir Thomas Farrer, later a London County Councillor, was asking the questions:




    

      

        

          I want to understand distinctly what is the position of London as regards the financial centre of the world. Is it that is it a sort of clearing house to which all debts are referred and through which they are paid? – Yes; I think its peculiar position is, that it is the only centre upon which bills [of exchange] from all parts of the world can be drawn. Wherever there is an exchange of any sort there is an exchange upon London. Bills upon London are always in the market; everybody has debts to pay in London, therefore everybody wants bills on London.




          Just as it is the centre of the business of England it is the centre of the business of the world? – It is.




          Bills from all parts can be sent to London and exchanged there? – Yes. A New York merchant wishing to buy goods in the East is obliged to supply himself with a credit upon England. This is distinctly to the benefit of London.




          London becomes a sort of bank for the whole world? – Yes.




          London is a sort of centre of banking which never existed before? – Yes.38


        


      


    




    At night the City of London was almost deserted, except for street cleaners and carts and wagons on their way to the docks and wholesale markets. Its resident night-time population, which had been over 120,000 earlier in the century, fell from 50,000 to under 20,000 between 1881 and 1911. But every weekday morning the Square Mile was occupied by a great army of commuters – its daytime working population was 260,000 in 1881, and 364,000 (more than the population of Bristol) in 1911. These workers were employed (in 1909) in almost 40,000 manufacturing, commercial, financial, legal, retailing, and other firms. Many of them were manual workers, builders, printers, messengers, clerks, typists, and retail and catering workers, but a great and growing number were making substantial incomes from the commercial and financial work of the City, as lawyers, bankers, accountants, brokers, underwriters, merchants, agents, wholesalers, warehousemen, shippers, and so on. In 1905, 5,567 of them were members of the Stock Exchange, and over 2,000 belonged to the Baltic Exchange.




    Old and New Wealth




    Despite the declining prosperity of agriculture, the richest individuals in England in the 1880s were still the great landowners. Some of the very richest of these, including the Dukes of Westminster and Bedford and Viscount Portman, were the owners of large estates in London, which continued to yield high rents when farmland did not. The richest non-landowners in England, those who died with estates worth over £500,000, had more often made their fortunes in finance and commerce (the sectors dominated by London) than in manufacturing or mining. Of the 101 non-landed millionaires who died between 1900 and 1919, 54 were in commerce and finance, in London or elsewhere, and among the 260 half-millionaires, nearly half were in these sectors. Some of the rest made their money in industries and trades that were well represented in London, such as brewing, publishing, and food. London brewing millionaires and half-millionaires living (or dying) in London in the 1880s and 1890s include James Watney Sir Henry Meux, and Robert Hanbury (all of whom died in 1883–4), Spencer Charrington, Robert Courage, Charles Combe, John Henry Buxton, and Samuel Whitbread. From publishing, there were Edward Lloyd, of the Illustrated London News and Lloyd’s Weekly News, Sir George Newnes, Alfred and Harold Harmsworth (creators of the Daily Mail and Daily Mirror), George Smith (publisher of the Dictionary of National Biography), and Sir Cyril Arthur Pearson (who gave us the Daily Express)}39




    London’s greatest strengths were in finance, merchant banking, insurance, trade, and retailing, and these sectors account for the City of London’s impressive concentration of the rich and the very rich in the late nineteenth century. Of the 124 urban millionaires dying in Britain between 1880 and 1914, 35 worked in the City and 26 in the rest of London, and of the 311 half-millionaires, 127 lived in London.40 Many of London’s wealthiest merchant bankers were Jews: the Rothschilds, headed between 1879 and 1915 by Sir Nathan Meyer Rothschild; the Stern brothers, Herman and James, and their sons Herbert and Sydney, Baron Wandsworth; the Raphaels, the Montagues, the Samuels, the Sassoons, the Bisshoffschiems, and the Hambros. Other London millionaires, including the Schroeders and Kleinworts, were of German origin, and some, like Walter Hayes Burns of J. S. Morgan and Co., were American. One of the richest London merchant-banking families, the Barings, took a tumble in 1890, when their firm had to be rescued from bankruptcy by the Bank of England and a City consortium, but there were still plenty of wealthy and titled Barings in the City at the end of the century. The richest Londoner of all was the untitled and hardly remembered merchant banker and warehouseman Charles Morrison, who left over £11 million (five times as much as Sir Nathan Meyer Rothschild) on his death in 1909.41




    Most of those who had not earned their money in London (or not earned it at all) came there to spend it or flaunt it. Great landowners and their families spent the spring and early summer Season (March or April to late July) in London’s West End, and spent money there on entertainment, luxury goods, transport, accommodation, and professional services. The radical politician and social critic Charles Masterman included an interesting chapter on the wealthy, ‘the Conquerors’, in his 1909 book The Condition of England. To him, the London Season was




    

      

        

          an aggregation of clever, agreeable, often lovable people, whose material wants were satisfied by the labour of unknown workers in all the world, trying with a desperate seriousness to make something of a life spared the effort of wage-earning. It is built up and maintained in an artificial, and probably a transitory, security – security which has never been extended in the world’s history to more than a few generations.


        


      


    




    London’s aristocratic elite, Masterman conceded, devoted some time and much money to philanthropic enterprises, ‘shepherding its friends into drawing-room meetings to listen to some attractive speaker – an actor, a Labour Member, a professional humorist – pleading for pity to the poor. It discusses the possibility of social upheavals in that dim, silent, encompassing life in which all its activities are embedded – the incalculable populations, which set the society that matters in the midst of a rude and multitudinous society that does not count’. But the overriding aim of those who came to London for that ‘orgy of human intercourse’ known as the Season was to fill every moment with social activity involving others of the same class.




    

      

        

          For these months nobody is ever alone; nobody ever pauses to think; no one ever attempts to understand. All quick and novel sensations are pressed into the service of an ever more insistent demand for new things . . . What passes for British Art in a Royal Academy and other exhibitions; the Opera, dragging European singers to stimulate an audience numbed by the whirl of circumstance . . . But for the most part, it is talk – talk – talk; talk at luncheon and tea and dinner; talk at huge, undignified crowded receptions, where each talker is disturbed by the consciousness that his neighbour is derirous of talking to others; talk at dances and at gatherings, far into the night; with the mornings devoted to preparation for further talking in the day to come.42


        


      


    




    Membership of London ‘Society’ was not confined to the landed classes, and new members had long been recruited from the wealthiest London families. By the 1880s and 1890s the entry of City and urban wealth into London Society was no longer a reinforcement, but a conquest. Thanks to the decline in agricultural prices and rents since the 1870s, landed estates were no longer the great source of income and financial security they had once been, and the balance of power and numbers was swinging away from the old wealth and towards the new. London Society, measured by the number of wives and debutantes invited to Queen Victoria’s formal gatherings, known as Drawing Rooms, was about three times as big in the 1890s as it had been in the 1840s, and its membership, overwhelmingly aristocratic at the start of her reign, was almost equally split between landed and urban wealth by the 1890s. Of the roughly 900 debutantes and wives invited to Drawing Rooms in the early 1890s, less than a half were from titled or landed families, compared with three-quarters in the 1850s. Even a title no longer implied a landed background, since about a third of new peers created between 1885 and 1914 were businessmen. By the 1890s London Society was, in Beatrice Potter’s words, the ‘most gigantic of all social clubs’, the main qualification for membership of which was ‘the possession of some form of power over other people’. Landlords still set the social standard, but they had to share their social and cultural events with a crowd of lawyers, publishers, civil servants, merchants, bankers, retailers, and brewers, people for whom London was not a seasonal resort but a permanent home.43




    Looking back in 1910 on her long career as a society hostess, Lady Dorothy Nevill concluded that ‘Society in the old sense of the term, may be said, I think, to have come to an end in the “eighties” of the last century.’ ‘Birth today is of small account, whilst wealth wields an unquestioned sway . . . The conquest of the West End by the City has brought a complete change of tone.’ Hostesses like Lady Dorothy could of course make sure that their own lunch and dinner tables were not invaded by self-made men who talked about share prices. Her fellow hostess Lady St Helier recalled that her Sunday luncheons in her house in Charles Street in the 1880s were ‘small, but her guests were well-chosen, and no one was invited without having some claim to distinction . . . as she received all the best representatives of every kind of society, her house was one of the most agreeable in London’. Virginia Woolf, reviewing Lady Dorothy’s own memoirs, took a less charitable view of a woman who ‘lived for eighty-seven years and did nothing but put food in her mouth and slip gold through her fingers’.44




    A degree of charm, tact, and ‘good breeding’ was generally expected in this world, but it was not essential. Unless your conduct had been particularly disgraceful, money would get you almost anywhere. In the 1890s the readiness of London Society to absorb the newly wealthy, regardless of their style or breeding, was tested by the arrival of the ‘Randlords’, a group of millionaires who had made their fortunes in South African gold and diamond mining, and especially in the boom of 1894–5. The most unappealing of these men was probably Joseph Robinson, who bought a lease on the Earl of Derby’s Park Lane mansion, Dudley House, in 1895, and decorated it with Rembrandts and Constables. His neighbours in Park Lane included Alfred Beit, Cecil Rhodes’ partner in de Beers, the diamond company, who built Aldford House, and the famous Barney Barnato, who built (but never occupied) a palace on the corner of Stanhope Gate. Barney Barnato was an East End Jew who had been a prizefighter and music-hall turn before making a vast fortune in the Kimberley diamond mines, redoubling it in the 1894–5 stock market boom in South African gold mines, and losing much of it when the shares collapsed in 1896. After Barnato had drowned himself – mad, drunk, or both – in 1897 the house was bought by the banker Sir Edward Sassoon. A few streets away, in Bath House, on the corner of Piccadilly and Bolton Street, lived Julius Wernher, a German who had made his fortune in South African mines in partnership with Rhodes and Beit.




    Unlike Barnato, who was as rough as one of his newly mined diamonds, Beit and Wernher were sophisticated recruits to the London social scene, patrons of the arts and philanthropists on a heroic scale. Wernher gave £500,000 towards the establishment of Imperial College in 1907 and thereby earned the friendship of Sidney and Beatrice Webb (previously Beatrice Potter), who were involved in creating the new institution. The Webbs invited Wernher, ‘a heavy, good-natured, public-spirited and scientific-minded millionaire’, to meet their intellectual friends, Bernard Shaw, Harley Granville-Barker, Lord Lytton, Arthur Balfour, and Bertrand Russell, and in return Wernher invited them to meet his rich ones, at Bath House. ‘Though our host was superior to his wealth’, Beatrice Webb recorded, ‘our hostess and her guests were dominated by it . . . The company was composed, either of financial magnates, or of able hangers-on of magnates. The setting in the way of rooms and flowers and fruit and food and wine and music, and pictures and works of art, was hugely overdone – wealth – wealth – wealth – was screamed aloud wherever one turned. And all the company were living up to it, or bowing down before it.’45




    Men who had risen to the top of London society through business acumen rather than accident of birth were especially welcome at Marlborough House, the London home of Edward, Prince of Wales. Edward did not share high society’s distaste for German Jewish millionaires, and made a great friend of Baron Maurice de Hirsch, an immensely wealthy Bavarian banker and philanthropist, whom he first met in 1886. When Hirsch died in 1896 the Prince began an even closer friendship with Hirsch’s executor, Ernest Cassel, who became his financial adviser and intimate confidant. Cassel, a German Jew who took British citizenship in 1880, made a vast fortune in his twenties and thirties through his brilliance as a banker and overseas investor, an example of City of London finance at its best. No other man rivalled Cassel in his closeness to Edward as Prince or King, but several other businessmen and financiers were members of his inner circle: the Rothschilds, the bankers Albert, Arthur, and Reuben Sassoon, Louis Bisshoffschiem and Horace Farquhar, the philanthropic grocer Sir Thomas Lipton, and the furniture manufacturer and retailer Sir Blundell Maple.46




    A great deal was written in the 1880s and 1890s (and ever since) about the poverty of London’s lower classes, but we should not forget that this was a city which generated, accumulated, attracted, and consumed wealth on an unprecedented scale. In Culture and Anarchy Matthew Arnold had denounced London, in the words Cato is said to have used of Rome, as a place of ‘publice egestas, privatim opulentia’ (public penury, private luxury), but in Mayfair, St James’s, Knightsbridge, Belgravia, and Hampstead the opulence was public as well as private, and in Bermondsey and Bethnal Green the poverty did not stop at the street door. London’s vast wealth came from its trading and financial activities, but also from its huge number of manufacturing, catering, and retailing businesses, its unparalleled concentration of well-paid professionals, entertainers, investors, and public servants. In 1891 nearly 44 per cent of England’s 2,450 joint-stock companies had their offices in London. London’s schedule D tax assessment (covering trades and professions, public companies and foreign dividends, but not the salaries of government employees) in 1879–80 was 10 per cent greater than that of Britain’s twenty-eight major provincial towns, though their combined population was 5.6 million, compared to London’s 3.3 million. The City of London, the powerhouse of London’s prosperity, paid more tax that year than Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool, Glasgow, Sheffield, Leeds, Newcastle, and Hull combined. Ten years later the middle-class citizens of the County of London (those earning over the £150 a year income-tax threshold) paid 42 per cent of the income tax levied in England and Wales, though London had only 15 per cent of the country’s population.47 Charles Booth calculated the wealth of the rich by the number of servants they employed, and using this standard we find in London a vast and prosperous propertied class, rich enough to employ as many domestic servants as there were people in Edinburgh, Leeds, or Sheffield. Measured by this or any other reasonable yardstick, the City and County of London contained a concentration of wealth and income unequalled anywhere else in the late Victorian world.








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER THREE
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    LANDLORD AND TENANT





    How the Poor Lived




    On 2 June 1883 readers of an illustrated London weekly paper, the Pictorial World, ‘a class not generally given to the study of low life’, were presented with the first of a series of articles called ‘How the Poor Live’. The writer was George R. Sims, who was better known as ‘Dagonet’, the author of a light weekly column in the Sunday Referee, ‘Mustard and Cress’, and for his popular melodramas for the London stage. Sims had already tackled the subject of London poverty in his very successful play, The Lights o’ London, which ran for almost a year in the Princess’s Theatre in 1881, and in his sentimental dramatic ballads, which had sold 100,000 copies by 1879. Sims had dealt with questions of hunger and bad housing in verse in ‘Billy’s Rose’ and ‘In the Workhouse: Christmas Day’, but in ‘How the Poor Live’ he gave a more serious account of these problems, and drew political lessons from what he had seen. Sims had been on ‘a journey with pen and pencil’, he said, ‘into a dark continent that is within easy walking distance of the General Post Office’, crossing London Bridge into darkest Southwark. His companion in this dangerous mission was the artist Frederick Barnard, who contributed gloomy and powerful drawings to illustrate the occasional liveliness and the overwhelming misery of slum life. Sims tried to enliven his weekly denunciation of the conditions of London poverty with passages of cockney dialogue and touching personal histories, but he had to admit that the story he had to tell was a repulsive and monotonous one.




    

      

        

          The Mint and the Borough present scenes awful enough in all conscience to be worthy of earnest study; but scene after scene is the same. Rags, dirt, filth, wretchedness, the same figures, the same faces, the same old story of one room unfit for habitation yet inhabited by eight or nine people, the same complaint of ruinous rent absorbing three-fourths of the toiler’s weekly wage, the same shameful neglect by the owner of the property of all sanitary precautions, rotten floors, oozing walls, broken windows, crazy staircases, tileless roofs, and in and around the dwelling-place of hundreds of honest citizens the nameless abominations which could only be set forth were we contributing to the Lancet instead of the PICTORIAL WORLD; – these are the things which confront us, whether we linger in the Mint or seek fresh fields in the slums that lie around Holborn, or wind our adventurous footsteps towards the network of dens that lie within a stone’s-throw of our great National Theatre, Drury Lane.48


        


      


    




    Sims provided his readers with graphic descriptions of revolting rooms, broken and dangerous stairways, filthy water butts, hideous lodging houses, babies left in the care of four-year-olds, diseased and starving families barely clinging to life, and corpses lying in crowded rooms until money could be raised to bury them.




    One of the worst features of slum life, in Sims’ view, was that it forced the honest poor into association with criminals, and made it almost impossible to raise decent children. Ill-judged laws allowing the Metropolitan Board of Works to demolish unfit housing without replacing it had only made things worse:




    

      

        

          The poor – the honest poor – have been driven by the working of the Artizans’ Dwellings Acts, and the clearance of rookery after rookery, to come and herd with thieves and wantons, to bring up their children in the last Alsatias, where lawlessness and violence still reign supreme . . . The worst effect of this system of Packing the Poor is the moral destruction of the next generation. Whatever it costs us to remedy the disease we shall gain in decreased crime and wickedness.


        


      


    




    Furthermore, the poor could not travel to the suburbs in search of cheaper homes, even if the nature of their work allowed it, because of the high cost of transport. ‘They herd together all in closely packed quarters because they must be where they can get to the dock, the yard, the wharf, and the warehouses without expense. The highest earnings of this class is rarely above sixteen shillings a week, and that, with four or five shillings for rent, leaves very little margin where the family is large. The omnibus and the train are the magicians which will eventually bid the rookeries disappear, but the services of these magicians cost money, and there is none to spare in the pockets of the poor.’49




    The most hopeful sign that Sims could see, apart from the essential kindness that many people in the lowest depths of degradation showed to each other, was the impact of compulsory universal elementary education. Education could counteract the vicious influence of slum society on its children, and give members of the next generation a chance to develop into good citizens. The problem here was that acute poverty made it difficult for the very needy to take advantage of elementary schools. Many parents could not afford the fees (a few pence a week until 1891), and they often relied upon their children as breadwinners or babysitters. Since hungry or starving children were unlikely to pass the tests (fifth standard) that would allow them to leave school before they were thirteen, the most their parents could hope for was that the School Board panel would recognize their hardship and allow their children to spend their last school years as half-time scholars. Sims was full of praise for those few schools that provided crèches for toddlers, and for the charity that supplied school dinners for poor pupils.




    Pictorial World readers donated about £40 to solve these problems, but Sims dismissed the value of the charitable solution, and called instead for a legislative attack on slum landlords and unfit property, the construction at public expense of cheap but decent tenement blocks with some sheds for barrows and costermongers’ stock, and a system of subsidized trains and trams to encourage the poor to break free from the stranglehold of inner-city landlords by moving to the suburbs. In fact a law passed in 1883 increased the availability of cheap early morning trains for poorer commuters. Sims criticized previous legislation, especially the 1875 Artisans’ and Labourers’ Dwellings Act, for allowing the Metropolitan Board of Works to demolish slums without ensuring that the new homes built on the cleared sites (often by housing charities) were cheap enough for the class that had been evicted. The prosperity of Victorian London, far from benefiting the lowest classes, had evicted, isolated, and defeated them. ‘It is the increased wealth of this mighty city which has driven the poor back inch by inch, until we find them to-day herding together, packed like herrings in a barrel, neglected and despised . . . It is the increased civilisation of this marvellous age which has made life a victory only for the strong . . . and left the weak, the poor, and the ignorant to work out in their proper persons the theory of the survival of the fittest to its bitter end.’




    From timely reform, Sims argued, the well off would gain much more than moral satisfaction. The rookeries supplied their servants, who might bring disease and immorality into respectable households, and the next generation of working men and women. Most important, the poor, who had borne their sufferings till now with docility, might soon rise up and seize what had not been given to them. ‘This mighty mob of famished, diseased, and filthy helots is getting dangerous, physically, morally, politically dangerous. The barriers that have kept it back are rotten and giving way . . . and its lawless armies may sally forth and give us a taste of the lesson the mob has tried to teach now and again in Paris.’ We should not wait for a hungry dog to growl before giving it a bone, nor for the poor ‘to start a crusade of their own, to demonstrate in Trafalgar Square, and to hold meetings in Hyde Park’. Three years later, as we shall see, Sims’ prognostications were almost borne out by events in Trafalgar Square.




    Sims pursued his crusade with another set of articles, which he called ‘Horrible London’, in the important and quite widely read Liberal newspaper the Daily News, and called upon others to take up the campaign. The most effective answer to his call came from the London Congregational Union. Its secretary, the Rev. Andrew Mearns, helped by James Munro and W. C. Preston, produced a sensational penny pamphlet, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London. The pamphlet borrowed material from Sims, repeated all his arguments and remedies, and drew its detailed accounts of slum life from Colliers Rents, off the Borough High Street, a part of Southwark which Sims had also investigated. But it contributed the weight of a reputable religious organization, and added shocking detail to Sims’ hints of sexual malpractice in single-room dwellings: ‘Incest is common; and no form of vice and sensuality causes surprise or attracts attention.’




    Most important of all, The Bitter Cry was reprinted in one of London’s most influential newspapers, the Pall Mall Gazette. London had six significant evening papers in 1883, most of which sought their readers among the well-off members of the West End clubs, London’s traditional political class. In August 1883 John (later Viscount) Morley, having won a seat in Parliament, handed over the editorship of the Pall Mall Gazette to his deputy, W. T. Stead, an energetic radical who had learned his trade on the Darlington Northern Echo. Under Stead’s editorship, which lasted until 1890, the Pall Mall Gazette broke away from the stuffy ‘Clubland’ approach of existing newspapers, and pioneered a more sensational, readable, and campaigning style that was generally called the New Journalism. Stead adapted the traditional political emphasis of the press to meet the tastes of a larger public, people who could read, think, and vote, but who were interested in sport, gossip, interviews (an American idea), scandal, and sexual misdemeanours (condemning them, not committing them), as well as parliamentary debates. Even Stead’s death, on the Titanic in 1912, was perfectly suited to the Pall Mall Gazette treatment.




    Like Sims, Stead was not a laissez-faire Gladstonian Liberal, but a radical advocate of state intervention in defence of the poor, and he decided to rescue The Bitter Cry from obscurity by printing and publicizing it in his paper. By doing this Stead started a debate in newspapers, periodicals, and the two Houses of Parliament. Edward, Prince of Wales, Queen Victoria’s hedonistic and over-fed eldest son, was so moved by what he had read that on 18 February 1884 he joined Lord Carrington and the government’s Chief Medical Officer, Dr Buchanan, on a tour of the slums of St Pancras and Holborn. Dressed as working men, the three explorers dismissed their police escort and went down some of the worst slum alleys in the district. In one of these they found a squalid room in which a starving woman and her three shivering and malnourished children were cowering on a pile of rags. Edward was on the point of tossing a handful of gold sovereigns to the woman, but his companions warned him that if he did so the frenzied slum-dwellers might tear him limb from limb. A few days later, in the only significant speech he ever made in the House of Lords, the Prince spoke of what he had seen, and of the urgent need for reform.50 All this helped to create the public and political pressure that led Gladstone to set up a Royal Commission on the Housing of the Working Classes in 1884, with the Prince, Lord Carrington, Cardinal Manning, and Lord Salisbury (the Conservative Party leader and next Prime Minister) among its members. This in turn produced a report in 1885 which confirmed many of Sims’ and Mearns’ conclusions, and led to the passing of the Housing of the Working Classes Act, which allowed (but did not compel) local authorities, including the Metropolitan Board of Works, to raise loans to build working-class homes on cleared land, and rent them at fair but unsubsidized rents. This Act, with another in 1890, created a legal framework in which the London County Council (LCC) could start building blocks of decent council flats in the 1890s.




    Slum Landlords




    After the First World War municipal housing replaced privately rented accommodation as the most important type of working-class housing in London. But before 1914, in spite of the much-praised and much-studied work of municipal and philanthropic house-builders, the very great majority of Londoners still rented their homes from private landlords. In Sims’ account, the slum landlords were like villains in a melodrama, neglecting repairs, seizing the furniture of rent defaulters, wringing the last penny out of defenceless tenants. Sims’ artist pictured a landlord in a glossy top hat, with a gold watch-chain across his fat chest, a haughty expression on his face, and ‘an air of wealth and good living all over him’. We should not accept this pantomime character as an accurate depiction of the owners of cheap housing. George Bernard Shaw, a struggling novelist who made a living by writing anonymous literary reviews for the Pall Mall Gazette between 1885 and 1888, was moved by The Bitter Cry, and inspired by it (among other influences) to begin his first play in 1884. The play, Widowers’ Houses, which was not completed or performed until 1892, was a lesson in Fabian socialism, which suggested that slum landlords were not full-time villains but ordinary middle-class investors, drawing an income from property or mortgages instead of railway stock or the government’s Consolidated Fund (Consols). The play showed (as Shaw put it) ‘middle-class respectability and younger son gentility fattening on the poverty of the slum as flies fatten on filth’, and ran for two nights.51




    Much of the land of late Victorian London was owned by very substantial landlords, either aristocratic or farming families whose landed estates had been built over as London spread, or institutions such as the Church, the City Corporation, or various well-endowed schools and colleges (Eton, Westminster, and Dulwich Colleges, for instance). The Prince of Wales, as he confessed in a speech to working men when he was opening an early LCC housing estate in Bethnal Green in 1900, was a major slum landlord in Lambeth. In general these big landowners did not build and manage their own houses, but leased plots of land to speculative builders (‘speculative’ because they built without a specific client in mind), who built houses (often with capital from a building society mortgage) and rented them out. The rents collected by the owner had to pay interest on the mortgage, ground rent to the freeholder, rates to the local authority, and perhaps the fees of an agent or rent-collector, as well as a return on the owner’s investment. If the owner wanted good tenants who would pay on time and not damage the property, he had to keep the house in good condition and set money aside for repairs and redecoration. According to one observer, the landlord does ‘not make a definite attempt to exterminate vermin unless he expects a tenant of a distinctly superior class’. The owners of bad houses in undesirable streets, which could only attract the poorest tenants, were unlikely to spend money on improvements which would increase their rents to a level their tenants could not afford, and expected to suffer losses when their tenants defaulted on their rents and (in the language of the day) ‘did a moonlight flit’. The rents a landlord could charge depended on the quality and location of his property, the state of the housing market, and the degree of prosperity of the economic group from which his tenants were drawn. When a building boom had created a glut of empty houses rents fell, but when population growth caught up with housing supply rents rose again. Stage landlords ignored the hardship of their tenants, and evicted them or seized their goods when illness or unemployment forced them into arrears, but real landlords had to lower their rents in times of economic depression, and give their tenants time to catch up with missing payments, if they wanted to keep them. Eviction took time and money, and an empty house yielded no income at all. In a market economy, rents rose and fell with supply and demand, and slum landlords, whatever their personal morality, had to recognize the poverty of the class that supplied their customers.




    The fundamental problem for slum tenants was not the quality of their homes or their landlords, but the inadequacy of their incomes. No landlord, however benign, could provide decent accommodation for a family earning an irregular income of ten or fifteen shillings a week. We know this from the experience of philanthropic housing societies and the LCC when they tried to build decent tenements in the poorest parts of London. Housing charities like the Improved Industrial Dwellings Company and the Peabody Trust often bought land at well under the market price (especially following slum clearance), but if they built in the poorest parts of East and South London they had great difficulty in finding families who could afford the unsubsidized rent on a three-roomed apartment with decent sanitary provision. As a result of this, according to a study published in 1891, richer areas like Westminster and the City were much better provided with philanthropic dwellings than the poorer areas that really needed them: Southwark, Hackney, and Tower Hamlets. The East End Dwellings Company, which was set up in the 1880s to build in these poorer communities, soon found that it had to choose the best East End neighbourhoods, which could supply the well-paid artisans and public servants (postmen, policemen, and so on) who could afford their rents and keep to their rules. At the end of the nineteenth century a slum called Falcon Court, just off the part of the Borough High Street described in How the Poor Live and The Bitter Cry, was demolished, and twenty-four of its families moved into two new LCC tenements, Borough Road Dwellings and Cobham Buildings. They proved to be ‘anything but satisfactory tenants’, and ‘owing to their behaviour, it was found impossible to allow them to remain as tenants for any lengthy period’.52 So we must be sceptical about George Sims’ moral certainties. It was the much-abused slum landlord, not the housing charities or the LCC, who provided cheap rooms for the residuum, London’s lowest classes, and put up with their unsanitary habits, their irregular payments, their subletting, and their donkeys.




    Not all landlords were rich. In 1894 Arthur Morrison, a writer who spent his childhood in Poplar and his early twenties working for the People’s Palace in the Mile End Road, published a collection of stories about East London, Tales of Mean Streets, in which he tried to bring the realism and objectivity of the latest social research (especially Charles Booth’s) to working-class fiction. One of his stories, ‘All that Messuage’, was an account of a frugal engine-turner who bought a house in Old Ford with £30 of his own savings and a £200 building society mortgage, repayable over twelve years, intending to rent the house out to cover his costs. The new landlord had done some simple calculations, but he had forgotten the cost of rates, taxes, repairs, and weeks without tenants, and he was soon ruined by a tenant who refused to pay his rent. The house was repossessed, and the ex-landlord ended up in the workhouse, gloomily contemplating the prospect of a pauper’s burial in a cheap deal coffin.




    We can understand rather more about the relations between landlords and tenants by looking at West Ham, the densely populated industrial suburb on the eastern side of Lea valley. In 1905 a group called the Outer London Inquiry Committee decided to extend Charles Booth’s study of the London poor beyond the County boundary. Their report on West Ham, which by that time had a population of about 280,000, was published in 1907. The report explained how large landed estates had been sold in smaller blocks to investors or speculative builders, some of whom sold leases on to smaller jobbing builders, often lending them the capital to begin building. Skating on the edge of bankruptcy and foreclosure, the builder constructed a house as cheaply and quickly as possible, in order to rent it out or sell it and repay his debt and take his profit. Those who built better houses often found their value dragged down to those that prevailed in the district. ‘It was not important to them to put up a well-built house, because tenants could readily be found, and ready money was the builder’s object as well as the freeholder’s. The cheapness of such building suits the demand, for in the districts where this practice prevails houses of a better class are beyond the means of the inhabitants.’ Big six-roomed houses in West Ham were soon divided into two or three smaller dwellings, usually by a process of subletting, in which a trusted tenant found sub-tenants and collected their rents in return for a small reduction in their own payments.




    West Ham landlords had to let their rents fall during the housing glut of 1892–7, and again between 1902 and 1905. General rent levels in West Ham were the same in 1905 as they had been in 1888, though local rates (which were paid out of the rent) had almost doubled. Some West Ham landlords avoided the expense of repairs and redecoration and accepted poor and unreliable tenants at a low rent of about four or five shillings a week. In streets in which several houses were derelict or boarded up, this might be the sensible policy to pursue, since good tenants could never be attracted to live there. Others might choose to put their houses into good repair, re-paper the walls, deal with infestations of vermin, eject irregular or poorly behaved tenants, and carefully choose reliable new tenants by checking references and rent books and visiting them at home. By this means the landlord could increase his rent by a few shillings, and reduce his losses from arrears and ‘empties’. If others in the same street did the same, they could raise the tone, and enable workers on regular earnings to live apart from those on casual or intermittent earnings. The most powerful force at work here, whether one takes the landlords’ point of view or the tenants’, was not villainy but economics.53
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    THE DISCOVERY OF POVERTY





    Until the 1880s knowledge of London’s poorest classes had been impressionistic and anecdotal, and provided by journalists, campaigners, and sensationalists, generally people with a brief and superficial knowledge of the problems they claimed to be describing. This approach to social investigation was still alive, in the work of Sims, Mearns, and Stead, in the 1880s, and even in 1903, when Jack London’s The People of the Abyss, the product of eight weeks spent in the East End, was published. The breakthrough to a more systematic, evidence-based, and objective understanding of the dimensions, causes, and conditions of poverty in London came in the 1880s and 1890s, with the work of Charles Booth and his team of researchers.




    Toynbee Hall




    Thanks in part to Sims, Mearns, and Stead, the feeling among well-off Londoners that they needed to know more – and do more – about the poorest quarters of their city was particularly strong in 1883. One of those who took advantage of this mood was Samuel Barnett, who had been rector of St Jude’s in Whitechapel, one of London’s poorest parishes, since 1873. Barnett warned that the growing poverty of the East End, which was rooted in physical degeneration and the rejection of thrift, could never be alleviated by money ‘thrown not brought, from the West to the East’. Nothing would be achieved until the rich, who had abandoned the East End as a place to live, returned to it, bringing the leadership, knowledge, and moral example that would raise the district out of its spiritual and economic hopelessness.54 Perhaps this was never going to happen, but there was no good reason why the well off, wherever they lived, should only know the London poor through lurid newspaper reports and music-hall songs. In November 1883 Barnett addressed a small meeting of Oxford students and scholars, urging his listeners to learn about the East End not through sensational pamphlets or brief ‘slumming’ trips but by coming to live, work, and teach in a ‘settlement of university men’ in his parish. Barnett wanted his settlers to be motivated by a new creed of active citizenship, a commitment to service, education, and understanding, not by curiosity or missionary zeal. Barnett was an experienced and well-connected advocate, and within a few months a committee had been formed, money raised, and a site on Commercial Street, about a hundred yards from Aldgate East Underground station, had been found, bought, and cleared. Toynbee Hall, which opened on Christmas Eve 1884, was named in memory of Arnold Toynbee, a young Oxford historian and advocate of middle-class service to the poor, who died in 1883. Barnett was its warden and guiding spirit for the next twenty-two years.




    The purpose of Toynbee Hall was to offer education and recreation to the people of East London, to encourage enquiry into the conditions of the poor and ways of promoting their welfare, and to accommodate those wishing to help in its work. Toynbee Hall never became an East London university, as Barnett hoped, but in its college hundreds of students were taught dozens of subjects by first-class lecturers, often drawn from Balliol and other Oxford colleges. Most of its students were teachers and clerks, but a growing number of artisans took its science courses. The effects of attending these classes could be life-changing. Joseph Dent, a struggling bookbinder with a workshop in Great Eastern Street, Shoreditch, went to his first Toynbee Hall classes in 1886, when he was thirty-seven, and was (as his memoirs put it) ‘literally lifted into a heaven beyond my dreams . . . My whole being was transformed.’ As a result Dent progressed from bookbinding to publishing, and started producing cheap editions of Lamb, Shakespeare, and Balzac in the Temple Library series. A trip to Italy with the Toynbee Travellers’ Club in 1890 led to a series of books on medieval towns. In 1906, in collaboration with a London poet and essayist, Ernest Rhys, Dent started the Everyman’s Library, which made good editions of some of the world’s greatest writing available to poorer readers at a shilling a volume. In the first year 153 volumes were published, and the medieval verse on every title page became familiar to London readers: ‘Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide, In thy most need to go by thy side.’ So seeds planted in Toynbee Hall spread and propagated in the wider world, just as Barnett hoped they would.




    Samuel Barnett and the Toynbee Hall settlers were motivated by the belief that education, mutual understanding, and the individual influence of active and well-intentioned university men could elevate and transform even the most degraded working-class neighbourhood. Their guiding and unifying philosophy was not Christianity, socialism, or liberalism but public service and good citizenship. They threw themselves into local community work, taking positions on school management boards, sanitary committees, charities, friendly societies, and boards of Poor Law Guardians that middle-class residents would have filled in more socially mixed areas. The effects of these experiences on the young university men who lived and worked in Toynbee Hall could be profound. They all believed in the value of personal contact between rich and poor, but many of them moved increasingly towards the belief that state policy, involving limited redistribution of wealth or compulsory insurance, was needed to alleviate the worst ills of the East End, especially the poverty of children and the old, and the hardships brought about by unemployment, illness and bad housing. Some were drawn into trade unionism, and helped organize the match girls’ and dockers’ strikes of the late 1880s; some saw socialism as the only way forward, while others argued that a more efficient and humane form of capitalism could rid the East End of its worst problems. Several saw greater value in the ‘scientific’ investigation of the conditions and causes of poverty pioneered by Charles Booth. Following these different paths, men who had learned their first lessons about poverty with Barnett at Toynbee Hall went on to help reshape twentieth-century Britain. Toynbee Hall residents and administrators between 1884 and 1914 included the great imperialist Alfred Milner, the socialist and historian R. H. Tawney (one of the creators of the Workers’ Educational Association), the very influential editor of the liberal Westminster Gazette from 1896 to 1922, J. A. Spender, the economist and civil servant William Beveridge (whose contribution to the development of social insurance and the modern welfare state is unequalled), the brilliant civil servant and educational reformer Robert Morant (the key figure in the development of state education between 1895 and 1911), the future Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee, the social investigator and great civil servant Hubert Llewellyn Smith (the creator of the 1911 Unemployment Insurance Act and, with Beveridge, of Labour Exchanges), and Charles Booth’s assistant Ernest Aves.




    Charles Booth Lifts the Curtain




    Barnett and Toynbee Hall played a vital part in making possible Charles Booth’s pioneering study of working-class London, Life and Labour of the People in London. The Hall provided Booth with an East End base, Barnett gave him local advice and letters of introduction, and many of Booth’s thirty-four researchers and secretaries (including Llewellyn Smith, Aves, Henry Nevinson, and Clem Edwards) were Toynbee Hall residents or associates. Booth was a Liverpool shipowner whose interest in urban poverty dated back to the 1860s, when he had investigated the streets of Toxteth. In the late 1870s he had been introduced to the pleasures and hardships of the East End by Barnett, and in the early 1880s he became convinced that the true nature of London’s social and economic problems could not be revealed by the shallow sensationalism of Mearns or Stead or the abstractions of social and economic theorists. As a member of the Royal Statistical Society he was involved in the Lord Mayor’s Mansion House enquiry into London unemployment in 1884–5, and this gave him experience in using data from the 1881 census and questionnaires to City institutions, both of which he later used in his own work. The leader of the Social Democratic Federation (SDF), H. M. Hyndman, who always liked to place himself at the centre of any stage, claimed that Booth’s great investigation was begun as a way of proving that an SDF survey, which showed a quarter of Londoners living in extreme poverty, was an exaggeration, but Booth was already well on his way by the time he met Hyndman in February 1886, and his sources of inspiration and motivation were far more complex than Hyndman knew.55
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