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To Molly

‘This is 1888 isn’t it? I knew I was Jack. Hats off. I said Jack. I’m Jack, cunning Jack, quiet Jack. Jack’s my name. Jack whose sword never sleeps. Hats off I’m Jack, not the Good Shepherd, not the Prince of Peace. I’m Red Jack, Springheeled Jack, Saucy Jack, Jack from Hell, trade-name Jack the Ripper!’

Peter Barnes, The Ruling Class 
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Foreword to the First Edition

A more apt title for these preliminary words would be ‘Notes for the Curious’. Where else can you put details of a Charlottesville club in Virginia, calling itself the Minories, which not only had a décor based on the 1888 murders but served such bizarre dishes as the Elizabeth Stride sandwich of mixed meats, Poor Old Jack’s roast beef, Annie Chapman tuna fish sandwiches and Mary Kelly cheesecake?

From the same state a correspondent writes to tell of a friend who had just added to his Peter Kürten collection the murderer’s guillotined head – though all my letters asking for the How? When? and Where? have so far gone unanswered.

Equally bizarre is to be sent a businessman’s reading list for exporters going to Nigeria and to find this book among the seven recommended. A note explains why: ‘This book has a description entitled “Outcast London”… picturing the East End of London in the late nineteenth century. This description could apply to parts of present-day African towns and cities and this description will prepare the European who has not visited Africa before for sights which may possibly distress him (or her).’

Since the publication of the first edition of this book in 1975, a few more original papers have surfaced into the public domain. Among them is the coroner’s inquest records on Catharine Eddowes and all surviving public letters to the City of London Police. Both can be found in the Record Office of the Corporation of the City of London, Guildhall. These are in addition to the surviving Scotland Yard papers in the National Archives at Kew. These are now open to the public although they were officially closed until 1992.

Why the file should have been closed until that particular year is anyone’s guess. Some see it as proof that the Yard had solved the case and knew the killer’s identity but were concealing the name to protect ‘the highest in the land’. My own guess would be that the case papers were filed away but not closed in 1892 at the same time as the leading Ripper investigator Detective Inspector Abberline retired, and that the hundred-year embargo was purely arbitrary. As the investigating officer there would have been a general tidying-up and, without new evidence, little point in passing on the papers to his successor. Filed away with the Yard’s other papers they could always be got out if any fresh evidence came to hand. Of course, nobody could have foreseen either just how little would survive of the original files a century later or the sinister motives that would be attributed to the police to account for their disappearance. Which is why it was so interesting to read two or three years back that the records of the controversial England–Australia bodyline Test series of 1932–3 are missing from the MCC archives and that little exists beyond some rather unrevealing committee minutes. The explanation for their loss, particularly of the reports by the leading figures, has been variously attributed to wartime conditions, the national need for paper and the lack of a proper archivist – which are precisely the explanations given by the Yard to explain away the missing Ripper papers, though few seem as willing to believe them. One of the things that I have learned about playing the game of Hunt the Ripper with correspondents from all over the world is that every fact is capable of being wrenched into the weirdest of interpretations. Let me introduce a few factors into the game. The house that Abberline retired to in Bournemouth was called Estcourt. Now, to a Ripperologist, this has got to have some hidden meaning. Could it mean ‘escort’? Was he hinting that he had been HRH the Duke of Clarence’s personal detective at some stage? Better still, give the word another twist. ‘Estcourt = Established court’. That’s better. That gives a second link with the Palace. What about ‘Estcourt = East Court’? No, far too mundane. Got it: Abberline, being a policeman, might have acquired some schoolboy French. Perhaps it was a piece of Franglais? ‘Estcourt = Is caught’. In other words, he did solve the case. And as three out of the four explanations point to Royalty it must mean that calling the house Estcourt was Abberline’s novel way of identifying the Duke of Clarence as Jack the Ripper!

Now you know how to play it – enjoy the game!

I should like to thank once again the following: Colin Wilson, Robin Odell, Tom Cullen, Dan Farson, the late Stephen Knight, Joe Gaute, Richard Whittington-Egan, David Anderson, Dale Wilkinson, Peter Simmons, Philip Loftus, David Brass, the late Professor Francis Camps, Professor J. M. Cameron, Bill Tidy, Pat Plank at the Metropolitan Police library, New Scotland Yard, the Commissioner of the City of London Police, the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Polly Rumbelow, and the Society of Authors on behalf of the Bernard Shaw Estate for permission to reproduce a letter from the Collected Letters 1874–1897, edited by Dan H. Laurence and published by Max Reinhardt, 1965.

For more recent help I should like to thank Klas Lithner for the new Swedish evidence on Elizabeth Stride, K. Arne Blom, Anthony M. Berry, ARPS, Simon Wood, Martin Howells, Keith Skinner and Alan Neate who not only provided me with the same duplicate material that he had provided to Stephen Knight in his capacity as Record Keeper of the Greater London Record Office but also read the completed draft in manuscript.

Lastly, I should like to thank the two Mikes. One is my editor Mike Bailey. The other is my literary agent Michael Shaw of Curtis Brown who is always there when needed. To both of them my deepest thanks.

Foreword to the Revised Edition

According to a survey in 1993 into the phenomenon of fear, Jack the Ripper tops the list of historical killers we would most fear to meet after dark. Not surprisingly, women were in the overwhelming majority in expressing such a fear.

Dr David Lewis, a leading psychologist who conducted the survey, said that there were three reasons the Ripper killings still managed to invoke these fears. First, the killings were brutal – there was throat-cutting and mutilation. Secondly, there remains the mystery surrounding his identity, all of which adds to the intrigue. Thirdly, ‘there is the atmospheric setting… fog-shrouded back streets, gas lights and hansom cabs’.

There is no slackening of public interest in the subject. Tourist numbers for the Ripper walks grow every year. It is a popular topic in schools, as other studies on late Victorian England can be built around them. It has been included on the national GCSE examination syllabus. No theory, it seems, is too ridiculous to consider. I was taken to task by an elderly lady for rejecting her suspect, Lord Randolph Churchill. Her only evidence was that he had lived in London and died of syphilis. When I observed, reasonably as I thought, that this might have been said of any number of men, she was outraged by my doubts and banged down the telephone. Almost any contemporary is fair game. Even Lewis Carroll, the author of Alice in Wonderland, has been considered as Jack the Ripper.

The mystery still goes on. The case is definitely not closed.

I owe a great deal to many people for help in preparing this new edition for press. Special thanks go to Neal Shelden, Nick Connell, John Godl and Pippa Townsend. My biggest debt is to Stewart Evans who has helped in so many ways that I hardly know where to begin to thank him. He has been a friend indeed.

I should also like to thank the many contributors to ‘Ripperana’, ‘Ripperologist’ and ‘Ripper Notes’, and their editors Nick Warren, Paul Begg and Christopher Michael Di Grazia who have helped in so many ways. Faced, at times, with such a conflict of facts and theories it has made my task both easier and harder but always stimulating.

Needless to say, any mistakes are my own.

DONALD RUMBELOW
2004


1. Outcast London
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‘This street is in the East End’: so begins Arthur Morrison’s Tales of Mean Streets, which is about life at the end of the nineteenth century.

There is no need to say in the East End of what. The East End is a vast city, as famous in its way as any the hand of man has made. But who knows the East End? It is down through Cornhill and out beyond Leaden-hall Street and Aldgate Pump, one will say; a shocking place, where he once went with a curate; an evil plexus of slums that hide human creeping things; where filthy men and women live on penn’orths of gin, where collars and clean shirts are decencies unknown, where every citizen wears a black eye, and none ever combs his hair. The East End is a place, says another, which is given over to the Unemployed. And the Unemployed is a race whose token is a clay pipe, and whose enemy is soap; now and again it migrates bodily to Hyde Park with banners, and furnishes adjacent police courts with disorderly drunks. Still another knows the East End only as the place whence begging letters come; there are coal and blanket funds there, all perennially insolvent, and everybody else wants a day in the country. Many and misty are people’s notions of the East End; and each is commonly but the distorted shadow of a minor feature.

To the average Victorian the East End was outcast London. There was a feeling that it was separated from the rest of the metropolis geographically as well as spiritually and economically. Its people were as strange as the African pygmies and the Polynesian natives with whom they were often equated by journalists and sociologists who wished to draw attention to its problems. So little was known about them, until slumming became fashionable in the 1870s and 1880s, that an educated woman who was visiting St George’s-in-the-East in the 1870s remarked with some astonishment on the fact that the people didn’t sleep squatting against a wall, and that they lived in houses and not in railway carriages, as she had expected.

For the greater part of Victoria’s reign, the East End was ignored by the Church. Occasional lip service was paid to the needs of the ‘lapsed masses’ but very little practical help was given them. An impact was beginning to be made on some of the area’s major social problems by philanthropists and private charities when the Revd Samuel Barnett and his wife moved to St Jude’s vicarage in 1873. The previous incumbent was still in residence and too ill to be moved, so they were forced to take temporary lodgings nearby. The landlady had some careless habits: she apologized one day for not serving Mr Barnett his usual rice pudding as a mouse had drowned in it. Many years later, there was still a rasp in Mrs Barnett’s voice when she retold the story for her memoirs.

Their church, St Jude’s, was an isolated and empty one. At the first Sunday service there was a congregation of six or seven old women who all expected some dole for attending. The newly hired organist played tunes on a damp-stained piano and Mrs Barnett, who could not sing a note in tune, led the hymn singing. Most of their parishioners had been lured away by the Sunday street market in Middlesex Street (Petticoat Lane), where card sharps, thimble riggers and swindlers of all sorts, as well as men seeking casual work, went in their thousands hoping to get enough money to see them through the week. Equally disgraceful to Mrs Barnett were the herds of cattle goaded through the streets of Whitechapel each week to the slaughterhouses in and around Aldgate. Sometimes the horns would catch in the spokes of moving wheels and the animals, maddened with pain and fear, would scramble onto the pavement scattering the crowds. At the slaughterhouses, which were often ordinary shops, the sheep would be dragged in backwards by their legs and the bullocks hounded in by dogs and blows, while small boys clustered excitedly round the door and passers-by stepped as best they could through the blood and urine flooding the pavement.

Mr Barnett’s parish was bounded by the City on the west and Whitechapel High Street, where there were forty shopkeepers and their families, on the south. Apart from the lessees of some large warehouses in Commercial Street and several rows of well-kept cottages tenanted by Jews, the bulk of his parishioners were crowded into a network of courts and alleys, none of which was intersected by any roads. All these courts stank from the accumulated piles of rags and rubbish and a miasma of liquid sewage that flooded the cellars of the houses. At the end of each court there might be a solitary standpipe, the only source of fresh water.

Most of the rooms in these houses were let out to single families at eightpence a night. In 1883 the chairman of the London School Board reported that out of three schools with children from 1,129 families, 871 families had only one room to live in and in the majority of cases the number of people sharing with them was as many as five and sometimes as high as nine. The broken windows were frequently stuffed with rags or covered with papers (they were rarely opened because of the smells outside, and because the wretches who lived there were badly clothed and couldn’t be exposed to draughts. In Went-worth Street, a daily procession of wagons carted their uncovered piles of rubbish to the dust destructor which Mrs Barnett renamed the dust distributor because of the clouds of dust it vomited out and the way it choked the drains.) In some cases, even such inadequate window ‘repairs’ might be enough to justify the landlord’s charging an extra threepence a week for rent. In the house at 35 Hanbury Street, typical of the parish, there were seven people in each room with adult sons and daughters sleeping on the floor. In none of the rooms was there more than one bedstead, and the only w.c. was on the ground floor. This was normally in such a filthy state that the tenants used their chamber pots which, said the Revd R. C. Billing giving evidence to a House of Commons Select Committee, were left in the rooms for a very long time before being taken down and emptied in the yard. Staircase banisters had often been removed for firewood and it was a common sight to see vermin-infested wallpaper hanging in strips from the walls. What furniture there was might consist of the broken-down remains of an old bedstead or table but was more likely to be a wooden board across some bricks, or an old hamper or box turned upside down; the bed might be a sack of flea-infested straw.

Andrew Mearns in The Bitter Cry of Outcast London pulled few punches:

Every room in these rotten and reeking tenements houses a family, often two. In one cellar a sanitary inspector reports finding a father, mother, three children, and four pigs! In another room a missionary found a man ill with small-pox, his wife just recovering from her eighth confinement, and the children running about half naked and covered with dirt. Here are seven people living in one underground kitchen, and a little dead child lying in the same room. Elsewhere is a poor widow, her three children, and a child who had been dead thirteen days. Her husband, who was a cabman, had shortly before committed suicide. Here lives a widow and her six children, two of them who are ill with scarlet fever. In another, nine brothers and sisters, from 29 years of age downwards, live, eat and sleep together. Here is a mother who turns her children into the street in the early evening because she lets her room for immoral purposes until long after midnight, when the poor little wretches creep back again if they have not found some miserable shelter elsewhere. Where there are beds they are simply heaps of dirty rags, shavings or straw, but for the most part these miserable beings find rest only upon the filthy boards. The tenant of this room is a widow, who herself occupies the only bed, and lets the floor to a married couple for 2s. 6d. per week. In many cases matters are made worse by the unhealthy occupations followed by those who dwell in these habitations. Here you are choked as you enter by the air laden with particles of the superfluous fur pulled from the skins of rabbits, rats, dogs and other animals in their preparation for the furrier. Here the smell of paste and of drying match-boxes, mingling with other sickly odours, overpowers you; or it may be the fragrance of stale fish or vegetables, not sold on the previous day, and kept in the room overnight. Even when it is possible to do so the people seldom open their windows, but if they did it is questionable whether much would be gained, for the external air is scarcely less heavily charged with poison than the atmosphere within.

The population of Whitechapel was about 80,000 people. For the East End as a whole the figure was about 900,000. Charles Booth, author of Life and Labour of the People in London, broke these figures down into several categories. At the bottom were the occasional labourers, loafers and semi-criminals. Above them were the very poor and the poor. The poor he defined as those who had a meagre but regular income of between eighteen shillings and twenty-one shillings a week, and the very poor were those whose income fell below this level. The former struggled to make both ends meet and the latter lived in a state of chronic want. The condition of the lowest class of all, which doesn’t get a name, can be imagined. At a rough guess there were about 11,000 of them – about 1¼ per cent of the total population. This figure includes the ‘dossers’ and the homeless outcasts who slept on staircases, in doorways and even in dustbins and lavatories for warmth. Their lives, Booth said, were the lives of savages, ‘with vicissitudes of extreme hardship and occasional excess’. It was not easy to say how they lived. When they could not find threepence for a night’s lodging they were turned out onto the street. Booth wrote of them: ‘They render no useful service, they create no wealth; more often they destroy it. They degrade whatever they touch, and as individuals are perhaps incapable of improvement.’ Their children were often the ragged street arabs who might be found, separated from their parents, in pauper schools or in homes such as Dr Barnardo’s.

The very poor added up to about 100,000 or 11¼ per cent of the East End’s population. Three-quarters of them were women and children; children under fifteen numbered about 38,000 and young persons aged between fifteen and twenty about 9,000. This category lay between the hammer and the anvil of the outcast poor and the poor. When trade was bad the market was flooded with labour from the categories above, so the casual earnings for which they fought to exist were liable to disappear completely. The women often worked for people as poor as themselves, scrubbing floors, washing and doing needlework.

The poor numbered about 75,000, or 8 per cent of the population. This category consisted of men whose jobs were seasonal, such as builders who could work only eight or nine months in the year, or dockers, who might get only one or two days’ work a week. Included too were the other victims of a competitive market, the poorer artisans, street sellers and small shopkeepers. Some of the men on casual work could earn as much as fifteen or twenty shillings a week by heaving coal, carrying grain or carting timber, but often this was done at the cost of great physical exhaustion resulting in very heavy eating and drinking and with little money left over at the end of the day to take home. Booth wrote:

The poor fellows are miserably clad, scarcely with a boot on their foot, in a most miserable state; and they cannot run, their boots would not permit them… there are men who come on to work in our docks (and if with us, to a much greater extent elsewhere) who have come on without having a bit of food in their stomachs, perhaps since the previous day; they have worked for an hour and have earned 5d. in order that they may get food, perhaps the first food they have had for 24 hours. Many people complain about dock labourers that they will not work after four o’clock. But really, if you consider, it is natural. These poor men come on work without a farthing in their pockets; they have not anything to eat in the middle of the day; some of them will raise or have a penny, and buy a little fried fish, and by 4 p.m. their strength is utterly gone; they pay themselves off; it is absolute necessity that compels them.

The commonest work was sweatshop tailoring. For trouser finishing (sewing in linings, making button holes and stitching on the buttons) a woman might get twopence ha’penny a pair and have to buy her own thread. For making men’s shorts they were paid tenpence a dozen, lawn tennis aprons threepence a dozen, and babies’ hoods from 1s. 6d. to 2s. 6d. a dozen. In St George’s-in-the-East women and children, some only seven years old, were employed as sackmakers and earning a farthing for each one they made. Sometimes women could earn a penny or twopence a peck by shelling peas, or twopence farthing a gross matchbox making, but out of this they would have to buy the string and the paste. None of these earnings would give them more than tenpence or a shilling a day, and might mean seventeen hours’ work.

Life in such circumstances had to be lived on a day-to-day or, better still, an hourly basis. Food was bought for immediate consumption. In one family, Booth found, they would buy nothing until it was actually needed. ‘They go to their shop as an ordinary housewife to her canisters; twice a day they buy tea, or three times if they make it so often; in 35 days they made 72 purchases of tea, amounting in all to 5s. 2¾d., and all most carefully noted down. The “pinch of tea” costs ¾d. [no doubt this was ½ oz. at 2s. per lb.]. Of sugar there were 77 purchases in the same time.’

Couples could struggle along on a hand-to-mouth existence until children came along. (The most common forms of contraception were syringeing, the vaginal sponge, coitus interruptus and the safe period.) Most children were physically and mentally underdeveloped – those who did not die at birth, that is. Fifty-five per cent of East End children died before they were five. One-tenth of elementary school pupils were estimated later to be mentally defective or unnaturally dull. Children frequently came to school crying with hunger and fell off their seats from exhaustion. In winter they could not learn because they were too cold.

Some sort of financial relief was always expected from the Church when times were hardest. The Revd Barnett made it plain from the beginning that nothing could be expected from him. Indiscriminate charity, he argued, was one of the curses of London, and he went so far as to claim that the poor starved ‘because of the alms they receive’. Demands for money were often accompanied by lies and followed by threats of violence when it was not forthcoming. Frequently the vicarage was under siege and had its windows broken with stones, and eventually a door had to be cut into the church so that the vicar could have an escape route to fetch police reinforcements. His inflexibility on this point was based on a firm belief that suffering would be reduced not by indiscriminately handing out money but only by making a realistic appraisal of each man’s problems and then giving practical help to meet them. In its simplest form this was an exhortation to thrift and better money management but, as the American novelist Jack London angrily pointed out in The People of the Abyss, his account of several weeks spent in the East End, to be thrifty the man had ‘to spend less than his income – in other words to live on less’. He went on:

This is equivalent to a lowering of the standard of living. In the competition for a chance to work, the man with a lower standard of living will underbid the man with a higher standard. And a small group of such thrifty workers in any overcrowded industry will permanently lower the wages of that industry. And the thrifty ones will no longer be thrifty, for their income will have been reduced till it balances their expenditure. In short, thrift negates thrift… And anyway, it is sheer bosh and nonsense to preach thrift to the 1,800,000 London workers, who are divided into families which have a total income of less than 21s. per week, one-quarter to one-half of which must be paid for rent.

A start was made on the problems of overcrowding with the passing of the Artisans Dwelling Act in 1875. This Act empowered the two governing bodies for London, the City of London Corporation (for the one square mile only) and the Metropolitan Board, to buy up slum property, demolish it and resell the land for working-class accommodation. The actual financing of the new properties was left to the commercial dwelling companies and private philanthropists. In no way was the scheme meant to impinge on the widely held belief that it was wrong for the state to finance schemes for people who, for whatever reason, hadn’t practised the principles of self-help.

The next year, in Whitechapel alone, four thousand homes were condemned as uninhabitable. Demolitions did not take place for another four years and, in the meantime, until they were evicted, the tenants suffered even more than usual as their living conditions steadily deteriorated and the landlords refused to carry out repairs. Ironically, it was soon realized that the Act, instead of penalizing the slum landlords, would leave them even better off than before. Profits were so great that there was a rash of speculation in slum property which even tempted some of the reformers who had been urging for years that the properties they were now buying should be pulled down. Compensation had to take into account all the factors affecting the value. This was an open incitement to the landlords to cram even more people into their crumbling tenements and to claim even more by way of lost rents. In the Goulston Street scheme in Whitechapel, the property and land was bought for £371,600 but, because of the conditions imposed by Parliament under which it had to be sold, the auction price when it was resold was a meagre £87,600. The overall loss was catastrophic. Forty-two acres had been bought for £1,661,372. The loss, because the land was sold for homes and not for offices, was a staggering £1,100,000.

Within a very short time, both the City of London Corporation and the Metropolitan Board were urging that the terms of the Act should be changed and that they should not have to sell the land for unprofitable housing. In two years nearly two thousand people had been cleared out from the slums on the northern fringe of the City, an area so tough, it was said, that no policeman would dare enter it at night. The sites were left vacant. The City refused to sell them for housing because the commercial value was so high. In 1879 the Act was amended to allow the two authorities to rehouse those whom they had evicted from elsewhere. In reality, they only added to the overcrowding.

In the meantime, private philanthropists such as Octavia Hill were buying up properties and finding ways of making them yield a steady 5 per cent return. There was still the same gross overcrowding in these properties but there was at least a security of tenure for the better-off artisan. But this was dependent on prompt payment of rent. Failure to pay, for any reason, meant instant eviction. Yet it was only by occasionally evading payment or going hungry that they could afford to buy clothes and necessary household items. The philanthropists viewed the problem quite differently. They thought that these ruthless methods would force the tenants to practise those principles of thrift that were always being advocated by Mr Barnett and the lady rent collectors who called each week. Unfortunately, it did not allow for the frequent periods when the men were laid off work, not through any fault of their own but through trade recession or seasonal slackness. For the better-off artisan, there was a chance that, in the long term, he would be able to move out of his one room into two, and that his children could be trained for something better. This was the only level at which this scheme might have worked. No figures are available for the number of failures and evictions, but probably they were quite high. Others who tried to work the same scheme did not have much success. One landlord complained bitterly of the dirty and destructive habits of the low strata of humanity he had been forced to accept as tenants. Lamentably, none of them had absorbed the principles of self-help.

Most of those who had been displaced by the redevelopments and clearances were dockers, costermongers, watermen and lightermen. Some were offered accommodation in the model Peabody dwellings but few of them could pay the high rent of four shillings a week. Instead they were forced to pack into already overcrowded accommodation or live on the streets and sleep, when they had the money, in the common lodging houses or seek refuge in the workhouse. In the summer months many of them slept out of doors, but between November and April the streets were generally clear. Even then, there was always a residue left, as Jack London discovered when he visited Christ-church Gardens, Spitalfields, nearly thirty years later:

A chill, raw wind was blowing, and these creatures huddled there in their rags, sleeping for the most part, or trying to sleep. Here were a dozen women, ranging in age from twenty years to seventy. Next a babe, possibly of nine months, lying asleep, flat on the hard bench, with neither pillow nor covering, nor with anyone looking after it. Next, half-a-dozen men, sleeping bolt upright or leaning against one another in their sleep. In one place a family group, a child asleep in its sleeping mother’s arms, and the husband (or male mate) clumsily mending a dilapidated shoe. On another bench a woman trimming the frayed strips of her rags with a knife, and another woman, with thread and needle, sewing up rents. Adjoining, a man holding a sleeping woman in his arms. Farther on, a man, his clothing caked with gutter mud, asleep, with head in the lap of a woman, not more than twenty-five years old, and also asleep.

The women, his guide told him, would sell themselves ‘for thru’pence, or tu’pence, or a loaf of stale bread’. To illustrate the value put on these women’s bodies, six eggs could be bought for 5d. or 6d., a pint of milk or beer for 2d. and a pound of cheese for 7½d. So a man would pay more for half a pound of cheese than he would for sex with one of these women.

The Lancet, in fact, had estimated that in 1857 one house in every sixty in London was a brothel and one woman in every sixteen a whore. If true, this meant that there were six thousand brothels in the capital and about eighty thousand prostitutes.

In October 1888, the Metropolitan Police estimated that there were about twelve hundred prostitutes, of a very low class, in Whitechapel. From figures supplied by the beat men they thought that there were about sixty-two brothels. Probably there was an even greater number of houses that were being used intermittently for the same purpose. Until fairly recently it had always been customary for several prostitutes to share the cost of hiring a lodging-house room to which they could take men. In 1851 a new Act made such hirings almost impossible, since its terms gave the police the right to search the common lodging houses. If exposed, the owners and keepers risked criminal charges of keeping or permitting a disorderly house. Although prostitutes continued to take customers to the lodging houses, things weren’t quite so blatant as before. Generally couples just shared a double bed. They had very little privacy. The beds were in the dormitories and had screens or partitions, open at the top and bottom, pulled around them. Naturally the women preferred renting a room in a private house, if they could afford it as, quite apart from the privacy afforded, the police did not have immediate right of entry into private property. Any prosecutions had to be carried out by the local vestries, but this could be a very expensive business and few of them ever did so. The only vestry which made any attempt to suppress the brothels in its area was Mile End, where a police pensioner was hired to collect the evidence and prosecute the owners. Two streets were cleared of brothels in this way but in the long term the only result it brought was to increase sharply the number of prostitutes who harried and molested men in the streets.

The crude economic necessity that drove women to ‘sail along on their bottoms’ was generally glossed over with a wishy-washy sentiment that they had fallen because they had been betrayed by a wealthy seducer. A survey carried out by a prison chaplain in 1890 found that, of the sixteen thousand women he had interviewed, over eleven thousand had taken the plunge deliberately and less than seven hundred had been seduced. The age of consent was then thirteen, but prior to 1875 it had been twelve. (In Hanbury Street, Whitechapel, there was a Salvation Army refuge for young girls, many of them ten, eleven and twelve.)

Given the overcrowded homes incest was inevitable and common. Generally it was between father and daughter or brother and sister. Lord Salisbury told the story of a friend who was going down a slum court when he

saw on the pavement two children of tender years, or ten or eleven years old, endeavouring to have sexual connection on the pathway. He ran and seized the lad, and pulled him off, and the only remark of the lad was, ‘Why do you take hold of me? There are a dozen of them at it down there.’ You must perceive that that could not arise from sexual tendencies, and that it must have been bred by imitation of what they saw.

Not many couples bothered to get married. Often it was a question of simple economics. Much to Mr Barnett’s disgust the ‘Red Church’, as he called it, in Bethnal Green Road was prepared to marry couples free of charge. His objection was that it was wrong to start married life with a lie, for couples had to say that they lived in the parish and this in most cases was simply not true. On a more light-hearted occasion, a lady philanthropist had finally managed to persuade a common-law husband and wife to get married, as much for their own sake as for the sake of their children, and made the arrangements for their wedding. On the day of the ceremony the couple didn’t turn up and, in a towering rage, she went to their house to find out why. The woman told her that her man had been offered five shillings for a carting job and that that was much more important.

Couples, married or not, often lived for years in the lodging houses on a day-to-day basis. There were 233 common lodging houses in Whitechapel accommodating 8,500 persons. Often they were ‘the resorts of thieves and vagabonds of the lowest type, and some are kept by receivers of stolen goods. In the kitchen men and women may be seen cooking their food, washing their clothes, or lolling about smoking and gambling. In the sleeping room are long rows of beds on each side, sometimes sixty or eighty in one room.’ Generally these were a mixture of single and double beds for both men and women. A double bed was eightpence a night and a single bed fourpence. In some lodging houses there was the compromise of a twopenny rope lean-to; this was a rope stretched across the room for the men to lean on and on which they had to sleep as best as they could. If the women hadn’t earned enough money by selling flowers, washing clothes, or scrubbing floors, but had enough money for their bread and beer but not enough for a bed, they could generally count on finding someone who would let them sleep with them in return for sex.

Each lodging house was generally visited once a week by a lodging-house police sergeant. He might just as well have stayed away. The time of his visit was always known in advance and it was always in the daytime when the dormitories were empty, never at night when they were crowded with ‘dossers’ and with mattresses laid out on the floors between the beds. He had to count the number of beds, see that the rooms were tidied and dusted and that the slops had been emptied. The lodging-house owners nearly always lived elsewhere in the vicinity. During the daytime they stored any extra beds and blankets in their houses. A deputy, who was generally a ticket-of-leave man (a prisoner on parole), was left in nominal charge. In spite of these inspections, the conditions inside the lodging houses were often quite grim. In one a police inspector reported that ‘The place was swarming with vermin, large blocks of creeping things having been taken out from the walls and ceilings. The bedsteads and bedding were also swarming with insects, and disgusting in the extreme.’

Most dossers had casual jobs, and any work they did was generally badly done. Such money as they earned was spent on basics such as bread, margarine, tea and sugar. Meals cost on average a penny three farthings a head. In late summer, in the August slackness in the docks and many other trades, some thirty thousand Londoners went hop picking in Sussex and Kent. It was the nearest thing that most of them ever had to a holiday. Better still, the work was family work. Every child who could walk was wanted. Those over twelve could easily earn 1s. 6d. to 2s. 6d. a day for three weeks’ work.

Yet even when they had any money, few of them would try to put by for the hard times that followed the next day or the next week. As well as being a brutal and rootless way of life, it was also a careless existence, with tomorrow never coming. Life as they lived it was boldly set out in a statement made by a seaman, James Thomas Sadler, when he was arrested for the murder of a prostitute, Frances Coles, in Whitechapel in 1891. As she had been ripped in the by now familiar manner, he was suspected of being not only her murderer but also Jack the Ripper.

In the statement made after his arrest, he said that he had been discharged from his ship at 7 p.m. on 11 February and, after a drink, had fixed up some lodgings. He had then gone to the Princess Alice where he saw a prostitute named Frances Coles. He had picked her up in Whitechapel Road some eighteen months earlier, on another shore leave, and had spent the night with her at a lodging house in Thrawl Street. He asked her to have a drink but she said she would rather go on somewhere else because whenever she was flush the other Princess Alice customers expected her to spend the money with them. After an evening’s drinking in other pubs in the area and buying half a pint of whisky to take home with them (Sadler later got twopence-worth of drink for returning the bottle), they finished the night in the eightpenny double, and stayed in the lodging house until almost noon the next day.

Drinking was resumed as soon as they got up. They visited several more pubs, including The Bell in Middlesex Street where they stayed for about two hours. Frances had by now wheedled out of Sadler a promise to buy her a hat. At the shop in Baker’s Row he gave her half a crown and waited for her while she went inside to buy it. As some elastic had to be stitched on before the hat was ready to wear, they waited in a nearby pub and had some more drinks until it was time for Frances to return and collect it.

As this point there was some suspicion that she arranged for Sadler to be mugged later that afternoon and, in the circumstances, it seems more than likely that this was so.

When she returned with the hat Sadler made her try it on. He told her to throw her old hat away but this she wouldn’t do and she pinned it instead to her dress. It was still hanging there when her body was found later that night with her throat cut and the stomach disembowelled.

By now Sadler was beginning to feel somewhat drunk. They continued drinking in the Marlborough Head in Brick Lane and afterwards he remembered that the landlady objected to Frances being there but he could not say why. It was soon afterwards, as they were walking down Thrawl Street, that he was mugged. A woman in a red shawl hit him on the head and knocked him down. As he tried to get up he was surrounded by several men who put the boot in and robbed him of his money and watch. They escaped by running into a lodging house. Sadler, when he managed to stagger to his feet, had a raging quarrel with Frances (it was this that led to his arrest) as he thought that the least she could have done was to help him when he was down.

As he was now penniless and had not got the money to pay for a bed, he went back to the docks to try and get on board his ship. He was in a foul mood and swore at the men on the dock gates and at some passing dockers who threatened to give him a good hiding if the young policeman who was standing nearby would only turn his back. He did more than that. He walked away, and after he had turned the corner one of the dockers, to whom Sadler had been particularly abusive, made a dead set at him. Sadler was knocked down and kicked and would have been badly injured if his attacker had not been forcibly restrained from doing him further injury. Sadler managed to stagger to a lodging house in East Smithfield, where he was known, and begged the night porter to let him have a bed. When he saw that pleading was useless, he hobbled back to the lodging house in Dorset Street where he’d spent the previous night with Frances, and found her in the kitchen with her head on her arms. She was fuddled with drink and, like himself, didn’t have any money, not even a farthing, to pay for a bed. Sadler told her that he had £4 15s. ship money coming to him. But when he tried to persuade the lodging-house deputy to let him have a bed on the strength of it, he was thrown out, although Frances was allowed to stay.

Sadler set off for the London Hospital to have his injuries seen to. En route he was stopped by a policeman who told him that he looked a pretty pickle. Sadler grumbled that he’d had ‘two doings over’ that day and that he’d been cut and knocked about with a knife or bottle. Immediately he mentioned the word ‘knife’ the constable said ‘Oh, have you a knife about you?’ and searched him in spite of Sadler’s protests that he never carried one. At the hospital his head was bandaged and he was allowed to spend the rest of the night on a couch in the Accident Ward until morning when he was turned out. Once more he went to his regular lodgings and begged yet again for the loan of a few pence. Again he was unlucky. He had to wait until the shipping office was open before he could get the £4 15s. he was owed. The first thing he did was to pay for a bed. He slept and moodily drank by himself and didn’t go out for the next twenty-four hours until he was arrested and accused of, but never prosecuted for, murdering Frances the night before.

Without money, anyone who was down and out had no choice but to go into the workhouse. In spite of the unpleasant regime it did offer a chance of survival. Queuing usually began early in the day and the admissions, starting in the afternoon, were taken in three at a time. Jack London’s experiences in 1902, as related in The People of the Abyss, were of the system after it had been improved and not, as might easily be supposed from his account of the conditions, as they were before. On entering he was given a loaf of bread which, he says, felt like a brick, and was searched for knives, matches and tobacco, which casuals such as he were not permitted to have. In the cellar to which he was first sent, the light was very dim. Most of the men were wearily taking off their shoes and unwrapping the bandages from their blistered feet. For food he was given a pannikin, a small cup, three-quarters filled with skilly, a mixture of Indian corn and hot water. The sight and smell of it turned his stomach, and he gave it away. He had no better luck with his bread. It was so hard that he had to soften it with water before he could bite it. Most of the men, when they came to eat their own, dipped it into the piles of salt that were scattered about the dirty tables.

At 7 p.m. they were forced to take their baths in pairs. Twenty-two men washed in the same tub of water. London blanched when he saw that one man’s back was ‘a mass of blood from attacks of vermin and retaliatory scratching’. Afterwards his clothes were taken away and he was given a nightshirt and a couple of blankets to roll up in. In a long narrow dormitory lengths of canvas were stretched between two iron rails on the ground, each strip about six inches apart and eight inches off the floor. These were the beds. London tried unsuccessfully to sleep. He listened wistfully to the children playing outside in the street, and then dozed off about midnight but was woken up by a rat on his chest. His shouts woke everyone else up and he was roundly cursed by them all.

At 6 a.m. they were made to get up, and after a further meal of skilly, which London again gave away, the men were given various jobs to do. In some workhouses the work was both punitive and mindless. Stone might have to be pounded into a fine dust and sieved through a grille in the wall at the end of the room. London was included in the work party that was sent to the Whitechapel infirmary to do scavenger work.

‘Don’t touch it mate, the nurse sez it deadly,’ warned one of the men as London held open a sack into which a garbage can was being emptied. Waste food had to be collected from the sick wards, and London had to carry the sackloads down five flights of stairs and empty them into waste bins which were immediately sprinkled with disinfectant. When the work was done they were given tea and some scraps of food that London, unable to conceal his disgust, described as

heaped high on a huge platter in an indescribable mess – pieces of bread, chunks of grease and fat pork, the burnt skin from the outside of roasted joints, bones, in short, all the leavings from the fingers and mouths of the sick ones suffering from all manners of disease. Into this mess the men plunged their hands, digging, pawing, turning over, examining, rejecting and scrambling for. It wasn’t pretty. Pigs couldn’t have done worse. But the poor devils were hungry, and they ate ravenously of the swill, and when they could eat no more they bundled what was left into their handkerchiefs and thrust it inside their shirts.

‘Once, when I was’ere before, wot did I find out there but a ’ole lot of pork ribs,’ said Ginger to me. By ‘out there’ he meant the place where the corruption was dumped and sprinkled with strong disinfectant. ‘They was a prime lot, no end of meat on them, and I ad’em in my arms and was out of the gate and down the street lookin’ for some’un to gi’em to. Couldn’t see a soul, and I was runnin’ round clean crazy, the bloke runnin’ after me and thinkin’ I was slingin’ my ’ook. But just before ’e got me I got an ’ole woman and poked em into ’er apron.’

London couldn’t take any more. He fled to a hot bath, a decent bed and food.

In the 1870s there had been a general impression that the working class was becoming better off. It was a shock to learn that overcrowding, bad sanitation and prolonged periods of unemployment were beginning to blur uncomfortably the distinctions between the respectable working class and the thousands who were ‘physically, mentally and morally unfit’ to live and for whom the state could do nothing except let die by leaving them alone. There was also the growing fear that the two might combine to overwhelm the established order.

‘This mighty mob of famished, diseased and filthy helots,’ George Sims wrote in How the Poor Live, ‘is getting dangerous, physically, morally, politically dangerous. The barriers which have kept it back are rotten and giving way, and it may do the state a mischief if it be not looked to in time. Its fevers and its filth may spread to the homes of the wealthy; its lawless armies may sally forth and give us the taste of the lesson the mob has tried to teach now and again in Paris, when long years of neglect have done their work.’

Another pamphleteer, Arnold White, wrote in The Problems of a Great City: ‘How much more repugnant is it to reason and to instinct that the strong should be overwhelmed by the feeble, ailing and unfit!’

Events in 1886 and 1887 only intensified these fears. The winter of 1885–6 was the coldest for thirty years. Men and women with haggard faces and thin worn bodies crowded into the relief offices. Even the vicar’s wife Mrs Barnett came near to jettisoning her principles for the sight of some temporary happiness in ‘those sad faces’ with the ‘gift of nice bright half crowns all round’ – except that Mr Barnett, ‘ever wishful to redeem character stood resolute’. Mrs Barnett could still wince, many years later, as she recalled the reproaches of a broken-hearted mother who had sobbed, as she wept over her baby whose life might have been saved: ‘They said it was no use a-sending to the Church, for you didn’t never give nothing though you spoke kind.’

Even jobs as scavengers were beyond the physical capabilities of most of the men. A mass meeting of unemployed dockers and labourers was held in Trafalgar Square that winter, and afterwards some of the crowd marched to Hyde Park where they intended to disperse. In Pall Mall there was some provocation from clubmen and the march turned into riot. About three thousand demonstrators rampaged and looted their way through Piccadilly and Mayfair to Oxford Street where they were eventually dispersed by the police. In the aftermath, the Home Secretary appointed a committee of inquiry to look into the conduct of the police and he took the unusual step of chairing it himself… which meant that he presented the committee’s findings to himself. The Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Colonel Sir Edmund Henderson, was made scapegoat for the debacle and he resigned.

His successor was Sir Charles Warren. The appointment of another soldier caused a few lifted eyebrows, but the feeling was that his appointment might give the force the discipline it seemed to be lacking. Already trouble was being fomented in the force from outside agitators urging them to strike, and there were genuine grievances over pay and punishments.

The next year, 1887, saw Queen Victoria’s Jubilee. Trade was slack but the weather was fine and throughout the summer a great many of the destitute unemployed slept in Trafalgar Square and St James’s Park. In October the weather changed, but by now camping out – in Trafalgar Square especially – had almost become a permanent way of life. Charities and well-meaning individuals had got into the habit of taking food and clothes to the square, which was described by one writer as a ‘foul camp of vagrants’, and by another as consisting of the ‘scum of London’. Sir Charles Warren also complained that he had to employ two thousand men to shepherd workers’ demonstrations through the West End, while the City police, with far fewer men and outside the scope of Home Office control, had broken up similar-sized crowds. There was one law, it seemed, for the City and one for the metropolis. Warren cleared Trafalgar Square of its ragged army of squatters but his action brought him into direct conflict with the Home Secretary, who subsequently rescinded his original order empowering him to do so. West End shopkeepers now publicly threatened to take the law into their own hands and to hire armed bands to clear the square themselves. Warren demanded additional powers to control a situation that was rapidly getting out of hand. With the Home Secretary’s approval, he banned the use of the square on certain days.

His challenge was taken up, and on 13 November the battle of ‘Bloody Sunday’ was fought in the square. Altogether four thousand constables, three hundred mounted constables, three hundred Grenadiers and three hundred Life Guards, as well as seven thousand constables held in reserve, were used to break up the giant mob of demonstrators – many were armed with iron bars, sticks and knives – that struggled to break through to the square. More than a hundred and fifty of the crowd had to be treated for injuries and nearly three hundred more had been arrested. Some were sentenced to imprisonment with hard labour, for one, two, three or six months.

Warren’s high-handed action was both censured and praised. Working-class hatred for him was perhaps epitomized by one of the many anonymous personal threats which he subsequently received: ‘Beware of your life you dog. Don’t venture out too far. Look out. This is yours’, was followed by a crudely drawn coffin. Other threatened demonstrations against ‘police rule in London’ never materialized, and Warren was able to bask in the glow of official approval. The following month the Queen knighted him.

As fears of mob rule began to recede, so criticisms of the police, and of Warren in particular, began to increase. Within a year, the scorn and abuse which had been hurled at the Trafalgar Square mobs had been turned against the police who, from being the champions of liberty, had become the downtreaders of the suffering poor. George Bernard Shaw was not slow to point out how quickly attitudes had changed.

Less than a year ago the West End press was literally clamouring for the blood of the people – hounding Sir Charles Warren to thrash and muzzle the scum who dared to complain that they were starving… behaving, in short, as the propertied class always does behave when the workers throw it into a frenzy of terror by venturing to show their teeth.

Whilst we conventional Social Democrats were wasting our time on education, agitation and organisation, some independent genius has taken the matter in hand…

He was to be known as Jack the Ripper!
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vOLICE NOTICE.
10 THE OCCUPIER

On the mornings of Friday, 31st
August, Saturday 8th, and Sunday,
30th September, 1888, Women were
murdered in or near Whitechapel,
supposed by some one residing
in the immediate neighbourhood.
Should you know of any person
to whom suspicion is attached, you
are earnestly requested to com-
municate at once with the nearest
Police Station.

Metropolitan Police Office,
30th September, 1888,

Printed by MCorquodalo & Co. Limited, * The Armoury,” Southwack.
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