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Introduction

I was born in Bethnal Green in 1951 into a traditional East End family. My nan had a pie and mash shop, my grandfather was a tug skipper on the Thames and my great-uncle was a minder for Daddy Lee, the owner of a gambling den in Limehouse’s Chinatown. My childhood was at the fag end of a world that is now mainly the constituency of history: hops were still being picked by hand; horse-drawn vehicles were used as transport, rather than as advertising gimmicks; trolley buses with their sparking, crackling, overhead rods ran past our street door; women, exhausted from childbirth because they were unable to plan the size of their family safely and reliably, were old before they reached their forties. It was a world before the silicon chip, mobile phones and the Internet; a smaller, less private world made up of your close neighbours, where children addressed the women in the street as ‘auntie’ regardless of actual blood relationships. Looking back on this past could be a barren exercise in, admittedly pleasurable, nostalgia, but it is also a way of deciding what the past means to us, what it says about who we are now and what we wish to be in the future, by allowing us to reclaim the best of what was, and is, important to us as social beings living in a world of sometimes alarmingly rapid change.

I chose to write a history of the East End because of the pride and great affection I have for my birthplace, and from a fascination with the cockney identity, which was once carefully hidden by those who considered themselves fortunate to leave the slums of their childhood but is now more often acknowledged as a source of great pride. Where once people would have been wary of discussing their working-class roots, with mothers telling their children to talk proper and to ape the ways of their betters, they are now more likely to celebrate such memorable beginnings. In the course of this project, I received letters and invitations to record stories not only from people in the East End itself but also from those as far away as Canada and New Zealand, all of them keen to share their experiences and enthusiasm for their common birthplace. The words of one man who asked me to do a good job in telling ‘our story’ echo those of so many others who contacted me.

It was because of this desire for ‘our’ stories to be told in an appropriate way that I felt drawn to write the book in the way I have, beginning with a brief traditional history which provides a context for the oral testimony of East Enders themselves.

As the first parts of the book deal with times which are out of the reach of living memory, they are dependent on printed primary and secondary sources, including popular as well as more scholarly works, and archive materials housed in various libraries, public record offices, local history collections, museums and private collections. These sections are deliberately brief, an overview of events, as they are intended simply to put the creation of the East End into the wider setting of the development of London as a whole, and to provide a backdrop against which the main body of the book, the oral history, can be seen more clearly.

It is there, in the oral history, that big moments are recalled which still have resonance today. Stories are told of families struggling to survive during the hard inter-war years; and of another kind of bravery and determination, when the East End defied everything ‘Hitler could throw at us’. Then there are smaller moments, such as the pleasures of getting together with your neighbours for a knees-up; the anticipation of preparing for the annual jaunt ‘down hopping’; and simply looking back fondly on a time when ‘we was all one’ and you could leave your door on the latch without fear of being robbed, although it wasn’t likely that you would have had that much for a burglar to have taken anyway.

As well as one-to-one interviews, I had discussions at day centres, women’s clubs and retirement fellowships, many telephone conver­sations and, thanks to some wholehearted generosity, extended corre­spondences with a number of people. As was familiar to me from previous oral histories I have compiled, most conversations or letters would begin with something like: ‘I used to live in the East End and I’d love to tell you some stories, but I think you might be wasting your time talking to me. I’m just an ordinary person.’ I think there is no such thing as an ordinary person. There is something extraordinary about all of us, as the following stories of hopes and fears, desires and aspirations, loss and disclosure, longing and recovery, will show.

When researching, it is easy to become waylaid by such things as the cost of a whitebait supper at a Thames-side inn, or the exact rules of the children’s game High Jimmy Knacker, but I don’t dismiss these as insignificant. It is the recollection of the smell from Stink House Bridge, the sputtering of a gas lamp when adjusted by the lamplighter, the flick of a long, dusty skirt as a woman sits down on her street doorstep to shell peas into a colander, which give us access to other worlds; to our past, about which we seem to have such a strong need to know. A line of a song, a half-remembered tale from a much-missed relative, a sudden, fearful memory of that first day at school, all can make us weep. Not from nostalgia but from loss. Why didn’t we write it all down, ask more questions, realize it was our past we would lose?

A lot of what we call history – the factual representation of the past – is as much to do with opinion, faith and dogma as any philosophical or religious system of belief. But through oral history, how we represent what we remember, we can explain the meaning of the past to ourselves, and thus the meaning of the present, and who and what we are, or want to be.

As we are separated from the past of our memories by the increasing number of years that, before we know it, have slipped by, so the barriers to understanding, knowledge and lessons that maybe learned also slip ever further from our reach. Who was my great-aunt Mog’s husband? Did she have one? Was she widowed? Does that explain why she was in the workhouse? Wanting to understand things can lead us to a realization that we can only ever have a partial knowledge.

I wondered why my dad calls what is now known as the Three Mills Heritage Site ‘Long Wall’ and discovered that that was the name of the defence erected to protect against tidal flooding of the surrounding low marshy land. Preventing a breach of the banks or walls of the river was a vital task for a community which depended on the Thames and the Lea as arteries, places where you lived, worked, that were life itself. But to my dad, a man approaching eighty, Long Wall would always be more than that. It was the name of the place where, as a child, he and his friends would sneak in and scoop molasses from the treacle barges that were moored there. Something I probably would never have found out without having access to his memory; a memory which evokes a time when trade on the river was thriving, when children were not restricted in the ways they are today, and when the chance of eating something sweet required risking a clip round the ear from a bargee, or a potential soaking in the river, rather than a trip to the supermarket with your mum.

As with any history, I have had to be selective. Just the resonance of a place-name can encourage a detour down one of the winding side roads of the past. Learning that Limehouse, for instance, recalls the lime oasts where Kentish chalk was processed to produce the lime needed by the increasingly demanding London building trades. Who worked there? I want to know. What sort of lives did they lead? Were they happy to be in the East End or had they come, as so many had, as strangers desperately seeking work in the big city? And discovering that Middlesex Street, close to my own home, was once known as Hog Lane for the pigs that were kept in the nearby fields and herded along it on their way to the slaughterhouses of Whitechapel; and that it was then renamed Petticoat Lane for its huge second-hand clothing market, the roots of which can be traced back at least to the Peticote Lane of the seventeenth century, which has now metamorphosed into a bustling general market that spills into the surrounding streets, and is closed only on Saturdays – a reference back to its once having been in an almost exclusively Jewish neighbourhood.

It is said that an average person living in the seventeenth century would not, in his or her lifetime, have encountered as much information as is contained in just one edition of a Sunday broadsheet newspaper. I’m sure that’s so, but a lifetime of Sunday papers, complete with supplements, is nothing compared to the amount of information that can be had from a brief chat with my dad, or one of his friends, any of my aunts or even a willing passer-by in that East End street market. After a quarter of an hour your head will be filled with stories of cobbled streets, how people looked out for neighbours bombed out in the Blitz, what it was like to be a child when the Thames really was the gateway to the world, and how things were different then. The wealth of detail – poignant, surprising, funny, dark – could fill volumes on any single aspect of this history: Irish immigration; the extended cockney family, transport; housing; children’s games; pearly kings and queens; worrying about having to pay the doctor; and so it goes on. This book is a compilation of such information, the personal views and reminiscences - the oral history – of East Enders themselves.

I have not changed the language in the testimonies to make it grammatically correct, but have made editorial changes to prevent unnecessary repetition and, more importantly, to protect the confidentiality of respondents. That is why names are sometimes omitted and precise areas sometimes undefined. I have included a selective bibliography, further reading suggestions and contacts for sources of additional information for readers who wish to pursue particular interests, or who want to find out more about the earlier history of the area. It would be useful, however, to remember the point made by Millicent Rose in her 1951 book on east London that, apart from ‘sensation-seekers’ writing about the criminal, bizarre or otherwise seamy side of existence, there is often no record of what she calls the ‘common run’ of people, and that many standard London histories have all but ignored the East End. Quoting from as far back as John Northouck’s 1773 A New History of London, Rose cites his as a typical opinion that much of the area has no interest for the serious historian:

[As] these parishes, which are chiefly inhabited by sea-faring persons, and those whose business depends on shipping in various capacities, are in general close and ill-built: therefore afford very little worthy observation…

But some outsiders have continued to write about the history of the East End, and occasionally to raise the eyebrows of East Enders with what they have to say. The ‘East End’, for instance, according to a recent book on the regeneration of the area, written by a non-East Ender, is a phrase that was ‘once used’ to describe the area. Once used? The same book also concerns itself with whether Newham can be included in the geographical description ‘east London’.

It does have to be admitted that there is a difficulty in defining what and where the East End is, begins and ends. The physical East End is as difficult to define as the spiritual ideal with which so many cockneys, wherever they now live, feel such connection. During my own childhood it was very clear where it was placed: it was where we lived, and Hackney was, according to us lot south of Victoria Park, very definitely in north London, and parts of what is now Newham were definitely much too posh to be thought of as being inhabited by rough East Enders – when an auntie and uncle moved to furnished rooms in Upton Park, they had ‘made it’. But times and understanding, and meanings, change.

One boundary, however, was constant: that of its western edge, the City of London, the bounds of which have not changed significantly since the thirteenth century. But the same could not be said for the area beyond and to the east of the city walls. This is a topography which grew organically with intermittent spurts of development, changing yet still enjoying some measure of continuity for the generations who lived there.

The East End in its earliest incarnation can best be defined as the ancient Tower Hamlets, a name which was revived in 1965 with the creation of the London borough, which referred to the settlements east of the walls and west of the River Lea. But nowadays the East End seems to include not only Hackney, Newham, Redbridge, Barking and Dagenham, but much of urbanized Essex as well. It once seemed odd to hear news broadcasters referring to Romford as east London. As a child, that was the market town where I was taken as a treat to watch the cattle being auctioned. But claims to being from the East End now come from people as far apart as those who live in the shadow of the Tower itself and Essex cockneys right out in Southend – the result, no doubt, of all those families, like my own, that moved out to the new housing estates in the post-war slum clearances. Because of this self-definition of being cockney, the book is concerned with the areas covered by Tower Hamlets and Newham, staying north of the river, but also ‘leaking’ from within the boundaries of those boroughs northwards through Hackney, out to the easterly boroughs of Greater London, and, of course, through into Essex.

With its predominantly, though certainly never exclusively, working-class population, swelled by more or less exotic immigrants from both home and abroad, the East End has often alarmed its far more prosperous and highly regulated neighbours in the City of London, and the West End beyond, with its apparently ungovernable, ever-expanding sprawl nudging at the walls. A consequence of its seemingly limitless power to attract consecutive waves of newcomers has been that its history is also the story of an ever-changing series of communities. Cheap housing, the anonymity of the slums and, in its foul-stinking prime, its diverse opportunities for work (both legal and criminal) have combined to make it an area ripe to take the blame for all manner of ills. Not only has it been the focus of moral panics – being held responsible for everything from unbridled criminality to the very destruction of the British way of life – but the most recently arrived have found themselves the targets of such blame. Indictments have come both from outsiders looking in, who see nothing but the threatening stare of the poor, condemned to a life of squalor and immorality in the ghetto, and also from those already established in the area; those who were from immigrant families themselves, now taking the first opportunity to flee what they come to perceive as threatening, foreign, shameful even, leaving what was once their own place of sanctuary, the community which welcomed them. It is salutary to remember that people often believe this perceived danger – of the most recent newcomers taking away or spoiling their culture – to be a recent phenomenon pertaining only to them. But whether considering the earliest settlers from Europe, the desperate poor from rural England, or the Bengali, Somali, Eastern European and other new arrivals of the 1990s, immigrants have continued to be attracted to the great port of London, to the capital of what was once the British Empire, and have proceeded to band together to establish places to work, eat and worship. They may have different concerns in some ways, but they still share the need to survive, the desires and aspirations, the hopes and fears, that have to be a constant if we are to describe a society as human.

That is what makes this a living history. Yes, there are the crossing sweepers, the mudlarks and the flower-girls, the music halls and the mayhem, Jack the Ripper and the workhouse, but, more importantly, there is the present – a present made by that past. This is the oral history, the voices of which communities are made, the voices that speak to us, to each other, and which stop us being alone; the voices that can give meaning to our lives and all that we experience.

I can remember, when I was about eight, the shame of having the toes cut out of my shoes when I grew out of them and sulking because I couldn’t have new ones. When, as an adult, I told my dad how I had not understood that there was no money for new ones, he told me about being made to wear clogs to school. He had hidden at playtime so the other children wouldn’t see him and had preferred to walk home barefoot rather than be spotted wearing what was, for him, such humiliating footwear. But he then told me of a boy far worse off than him who had had to wear his mother’s old lisle stockings under his ill-fitting boots. What other deprivations had he and his generation had to endure in their far harsher, less flexible world? This was a world where men queued on the stones in the despondent hope of getting a half-day’s casual work at the docks, and women stretched their meagre budgets to feed their husband, then their children, and went without themselves; a world without the benefit of a welfare net – however inadequate – to stop you sliding off the edge and into desperation.

Now, as one millennium closes and another opens before us, the idea of the community we once had has come to be cherished as a nostalgic haven, a mythic projection of our longings. We look back and see a warm, cosy place where we were all once safe, where everybody shared and where we sorted out local wrongdoers with a fair, if rough, sort of justice – much the same place that we longed for when we watched the black and white, but sunshine-filled, Ealing comedies in the austerity numbed, Utility-clothed post-war years. But representations of this highly desirable location carry, of course, a great deal of ideological baggage, and ‘community’ has become a particularly slippery and politically loaded concept, employed by spin doctors and analysts from both the left and the right. For the right, there is the village with its warm beer and maiden ladies on bicycles; for the left, the glories of social housing and nurseries for all. While acknowledging the importance of the past in enabling us to construct meanings and desires within the present (a theme I have explored in Pull No More Bines, my book about hop-picking as a vanished way of life), I also wanted to question some of the myths, because as actual, physical communities – as opposed to a nostalgic fantasy land – are forced to change for a combination of social, cultural, economic and political reasons, no one has quite put their finger on what these changes mean in practice to those who live within them or those who choose to leave them. By looking at the changing history of east London, I hope that is what this book will do.

Like the woman speaking below, my family moved from the East End to a housing estate in Essex when I was a schoolgirl.

I hadn’t started school, so I must have been about four. I was sitting on the damp, warm ridges of a wooden draining board, swinging my legs, in a big, low-ceilinged room, listening to the sound of women talking and laughing over the din of them doing the weekly laundry. It was the communal wash house under my nan’s buildings, the big block of flats where she lived. All the women had cross-over aprons on and their sleeves rolled up above their elbows. My nan probably had her slippers on, she usually did, and her stockings rolled down to her knees. It must have been hard work, when you think of it – they were scrubbing collars and cuffs on their rubbing boards, their hands all chapped red from the hot, sudsy water in the big butler sinks round the room. All that wringing and rinsing and mangling. Pulling all those heavy sheets and towels and napkins dripping wet out of the boilers. But, like I say, they were laughing, talking. They knew one another. They were friends, part of the neighbourhood. Probably related, a lot of them. Families lived close to one another then. I don’t know where my mum was, she must have had to go out somewhere. But I was all right, I was with my nan. And all the old girls made a fuss of me. It was good. Why I’m telling you this is, the difference when we moved to our new place. My mum, who had always done her washing the same way as Nan, now had a nice new kitchen. A Formica-covered sink unit and an Ascot water heater, and a twin-tub washing machine that had the washer and a spin-dryer attached. It must have been so much easier doing the washing and keeping things clean, but I know my mum was never happy there. It was lonely, you see. There was no one to have a laugh with, no one to mind me if she had to go out. She didn’t know her neighbours and she certainly never had her mum a couple of turnings away. What I’m saying is, I know the house was a lot better than where we’d lived in Poplar, which, to be honest, was no better than a slum when you think of it, but we lost a lot moving away from there. She was never happy. Never really settled. It was never her home. Not like the East End was.

I understand what she means, as my own mum never really liked Dagenham. One day, I was on a playing field near our new house and I saw, high overhead, a plane trailing a banner declaring ‘You never had it so good’, a message from the then Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, trumpeting the post-war affluence we were all meant to be enjoying. But was it true? Were our mothers in their Formica-dad kitchens really better off than their mothers ‘up home’ with their scrubbing boards? I have spoken to East Enders of all ages to find out and present here the stories of those so-called ordinary people, the stories of those who helped create the geographical and intangible place which we know as the East End, which I hope will correct the idea that it is little more than a place of deprivation and poverty. Because it isn’t. It is a place of great and varied riches: courage, warmth, strength, anger, humour and rebellion. I have attempted, in my sifting and sorting of this complex and very human story, to achieve some level of objectivity, but it is a history of which, with my mongrel, English, Irish, Scottish, Welsh, Jewish, East End background, I am very much a part, so it is as much about me and mine as it is about you and yours, them and theirs. And that history continues to be made, with cockneys starring in it as part of a strong, saucy, wild, often difficult continuum in which I am proud to play my part by telling some of its tales.

The first of which has been defined as liquid history, as it begins with the River Thames.




PART 1
 
The Makings of the East End

The Thames is liquid history.

John Burns (1858–1943)

[ 1 ]

The place that would become London, the centre of world trade and the pinnacle of the greatest empire ever seen, has been populated since the Ice Age, when people scavenged a living in the Thames valley. The river was far broader and shallower then than it is today and, without its artificial banks and walls, was more like a lake dotted with small islands.

The early settlers found plenty of clean drinking water, which came from rainfall filtering through the gravel subsoil and then, after being trapped by the base of London clay, eventually resurfacing on lower ground, forming brooks, streams and springs. Several of these springs have recently been discovered in the new Mile End Park. As well as water, there were plentiful sources of food, fodder and materials for building homes and fences, and for weaving baskets and fish-traps, all to be found by the river, among the rushes and sedge of its bank-side marshes, in its lush, grassy meadows and in the surrounding broad-leafed woodlands, all making it a desirable place in which the early farmers decided to settle.

Centuries later, in 54 BC, when Julius Caesar crossed the Thames on his way to do battle with the British tribal leader Cassivellaunus, it is recorded that he encountered settlements throughout what is now Greater London, and that, in AD 43 , when the Roman invasion finally occurred, under Claudius, there were around 5,000 inhabitants scattered throughout the area. But it is still accepted that the kernel of the London we know today, and what would eventually become the largest town in Roman Britain, was established by the invaders in around AD 50, although their first attempts to create a Thames-side settlement were destroyed by Boudicca’s avenging army in AD 60.

The port rapidly developed as a centre of commerce and trade, with slaves and commodities being shipped to and from the rest of the Roman Empire. By AD 100, Londinium had a population of around 45,000, and had replaced Colchester as the capital of the Empire’s most northerly province.

The farms and hamlets to the east of the city’s defensive walls provided food and services for the Roman metropolis, but, with trouble brewing in other parts of the Empire, the occupying population began to decrease and, in AD 410, the Romans finally abandoned London altogether.

The tribal Britons, who had lived alongside the invaders for 400 years, were now facing invasion from Germanic tribes, the Angles, Saxons and Jutes, who took advantage of the soft, almost undefended target. Despite the signal towers on the Thames to warn of their approach, AD 457 saw the Saxon victory in Kent just across the river. This marked the beginning of another period of foreign occupation.

These new arrivals seemed, at first, concerned more with cultivation than with administration, clearing much of the forested areas in what is now Newham and farming land right up to the Roman wall, but, as the raids continued, their numbers increased.

During the fifth and sixth centuries the Saxons and native Britons were locked in battle over land ownership, with the Britons generally coming off worst. New kingdoms were established by the victors, including Essex – the kingdom of the East Saxons – which had London within its boundaries.

By AD 600 around half of all Britain was under Saxon rule, and an Anglo-Saxon culture was evolving, and with it the Germanic language of Englisc. The new Saxon population revived the abandoned city, establishing a trading settlement known as Lundenwic, and returning it to prominence as a base of political power within occupied Britain. A bishopric was also founded, the head of which would have authority as the manorial lord over almost the entire district to the east, the area which would eventually become the East End of London.

It was also at this time, almost 600 years after the Roman occupation, that the creation of the Saxon settlement of Stebenhythe or Stibenhede – covering most of what is now Stepney, Poplar and Bethnal Green – saw the area becoming increasingly populous, and indentifiable signs of the East End’s future characteristics came into existence. Trade and manufacture began to flourish alongside the traditional activities of fishing and farming, and, with the prevailing eastward winds blowing any unpleasant smells downstream towards the estuary, the ruling patricians were happy to live upwind of the so-called stink industries, such as the slaughterhouses of Stratford, which were to rise to prominence after 1371, when the messy and smelly business of medieval slaughtering was banned from within the city walls. Other businesses, such as metalworking, brewing and leather trades, were joined over the centuries by a whole variety of crafts and activities which were unwelcome further west. Still today, if the wind is blowing in the wrong direction, the stench from works close to the river can be detected from as far east as the Millennium Dome, and most local people who have worked in or around Carpenter’s Road, Stratford, will wrinkle their noses in recollection of its own, special pungency.

London’s fortunes prospered throughout the next two centuries, and Bede could describe the eighth-century port of Lundenwic as an important centre of international trade. But battles between the Saxon leaders saw London again being left vulnerable to attack. By the last quarter of the ninth century, the Danish were occupying the city.

The English king Alfred, who in 871 inherited the kingdom of Wessex, engaged in a series of attacks on the Danes which culminated in his taking London. In a settlement with the Danish leader, he declared the area to the east – the present-day East End – to be under the control of the Danes.

The Scandinavian presence had considerable influence on trade and politics, and in 1016 a Dane, Cnut, was crowned king of all England. On the death of his sons, however, the English king, Edward the Confessor, returned in 1042 to take the throne, and the invaders’ power ended. Once again London became the most important town in England, a position strengthened by the building of the abbey and royal palace at Westminster. But it was not until the coming of another wave of invaders that the next major change would occur in the East End.

When Edward died, in 1066, there were three claimants to the English throne; William of Normandy, of course, was victorious.

Not only did William the Conqueror build one of his impressive castles to the east of the city walls – the White Tower, which would later form the heart of the Tower of London – but Stepney, including in this period what is now Hackney, became the most important manor of the Bishop of London, an office which made the holder a man of national consequence. The people who lived in the hamlets beyond the wall found themselves the feudal tenants of their new episcopal lord, although they still owed military loyalty to the Tower, hence the name Tower Hamlets – an obligation retained until the nineteenth century.

By 1086, the time of the Domesday survey, the hamlet dwellers were occupied in providing food, fodder, fuel and building materials for the bishop’s manor, much of it from the great forest between Hackney and Tower Hamlets, and even creating sufficient surplus to sell for the profit of their master.

Further east, the Normans had taken an interest in the land between the forded rivers Lea and Roding, giving it the name of Hame, which would later become the separate communities of East and West Ham. The River Lea, important as a power source for the mills of Bromley and Stratford, and as a navigable route linking Hertfordshire with the Thames, was also prized for what its marshy riverside lands could yield to the city and the bishop’s estate.

In the early twelfth century, by the reign of Henry I, the settlements at Bromley and Bow experienced further expansion linked to the building of Bow Bridge. This opened it up as the major route through to the eastern parts of the country. But although industry was expanding, with milling and cloth fulling, baking and dyeing, the landscape was still one of river-side meadows, where boats passed grazing cows and roaming sheep.

During the next 400 years, medieval London rose to prominence as one of the most powerful cities in Europe, prospering culturally, economically and politically. Parallel to this transformation, of a place that had once been distinguished merely for providing an easy river-crossing into a major capital, were the changes taking place further east. With the increasingly hotchpotch development outside the safety and commercial protectionism of the city walls, what would one day be the East End continued along its own path of commercial development, the ongoing process of land drainage and clearance providing space for housing and workshops alongside the still-important business of agriculture.

Whitechapel became an early example of ribbon development, with the tiny hamlet expanding to service passing travellers in and out of London. By 1250, it would be sufficiently affluent to begin work on its eponymous chapel and, by 1338, its traders and craftsmen were worshipping within a parish in its own right.

Further east still, development continued at a more gentle if no less successful pace. The monks of the Abbey of St Mary, Stratford Langthorne, who had begun fanning the land in the West Ham area in the twelfth century, had managed, over the course of 300 years, to swell the abbey’s wealth until a large part of what is now Newham was under its authority.

Other religious houses also prospered. The Abbey of St Clare, familiarly called the Minories, a corruption of the name Sorores Minores – Little Sisters – by which the Franciscan nuns were known, whose estate almost butted on to the city walls, were gifted with many endowments and lands, and, although they took a personal vow of poverty, they became the richest order in all England.

The lack of restriction in this comparatively free eastern sector did not apply only to locals; there was also the opportunity for newcomers to settle and ply their trades close to the all-important river. These immigrants were of a rather more peaceable kind than the earlier invaders, often bringing with them new skills and trades, as well as making a willing addition to the labour force. They came as workers in the cloth and other craft industries; as merchants to trade; and as financiers to deal with the City.

This latter group were Jewish and had originally been encouraged by the Norman rulers as, unlike Christians, they were permitted to act as moneylenders. This, along with the taxes levied on them, did much to bolster the depleted royal exchequer. Yet, despite their usefulness, they still faced, as would generations of immigrants after them, constraints and prohibitions under which they were obliged to live and work. Although London never had a formalized ghetto as such, the Jewish newcomers were unable to own land in their own right, nor were they able to bear arms. Being visibly different in clothing and customs, they were easily targeted and experienced hostility which at times escalated into mob violence. There were those jealous of their financial success, angered by the rates they charged for their services or simply vexed by their supposedly favoured position. If any preferential treatment did ever exist, it rapidly disappeared once the Jews had been bled almost dry of their assets. Their usefulness at an end, they were finally expelled from the country by Edward I in 1290.

Prejudice against newcomers was not new, was not restricted to anti-Semites and was not exclusive to the thirteenth century. Leff and Blunden quote an eighteenth-century East London clergyman’s opinion of recently arrived Protestant Huguenots:

This set of rabble are the very offal and beggary from which they fled, and are to be fattened on what belongs to the poor of our own land and to grow rich at our expense.

And, a century after that, there was widespread fear that the 1851 Great Exhibition’s promotion of free trade with the world would result in ‘floods of aliens’ swamping the capital.

But, whatever the welcome, there are always newcomers eager to take opportunities in new lands, and the place of the expelled Jews was not left vacant for long as financiers from Lombardy – remembered today in Lombard Street in the financial sector of the City of London – rapidly took over as the principal moneylenders of the time.

Other peaceful arrivals also came to London: some as a result of royal or political allegiances, some because of imperial influence or command, but most because they were attracted by the trading and commercial opportunities in a city with an ever-widening sphere of influence.

German merchants were to become a group of particular consequence in medieval England, rising to great influence through the Hanseatic League, a unified trading consortium. This gave them, among all foreign traders, dominance in the highly valuable wool business, which, during the medieval period, was largely responsible for the capital’s thriving economy.

This massive increase in commercial activity was, however, not being matched by a growth in the pool of available labour. The East End, which would one day provide the major share of the labour force to work for their wealthier neighbours to the west, was still a very mixed community, with the working poor living alongside the likes of the eldest son of Edward III, the Black Prince himself, in his great palace at Poplar. Then, with the depletion of the population following a wave of epidemics, particularly the terrible Black Death, labour was at a real premium.

This novelty of being in such high demand saw those who survived the contagion questioning their traditional lot as goods owned by their lords. The disquiet grew and, when the king levied a poll tax to pay for the wars in France, dissatisfaction boiled over, encouraged by the likes of John Ball, one of the so-called hedge priests. His famous cry,

When Adam delved and Eve span,

Who was then the gentleman?

echoed round the land as Ball, and like-minded priests, spread their message of equality and resistance. It was in Kent that Wat Tyler heard a speaker declare that freedom would come only if people took it, and it was up to them to refuse the tax collectors who threatened them with penalties and punishments.

When Tyler’s wife was the target of such a threat, he decided to take the priest’s advice. He gathered a crowd and led them to Maidstone Castle, where they freed John Ball and the others being held for their subversive sermons. They then headed for London. It was June 1381 and the Peasants’ Revolt, commemorated to this day in a mural at Mile End, had begun.

The word spread and many thousands joined them, all with the shared intention of pleading with the new king, Richard II, to put an end to the impossibly high taxes and to their exploitation by the lords and nobles.

The rebels pitched camp on Mile End Waste, close to the site of the old Mann, Crossmann and Paulin Brewery, and waited. Richard, then a fourteen-year-old boy, eventually rode from the Tower to meet the rebels’ leaders: Wat Tyler, Jack Straw and John Ball.

Over the next few days negotiations were attempted, but the crowd was still inflamed and the clash which followed resulted in the deaths of Wat Tyler and other rebels. But the rebellion was a success in that the poll tax was abolished and the people discovered that even lowly peasants, if they banded together, could take over the streets of London itself. It was a lesson learned, and remembered, by both commoners and lords alike.

The reputation for rebelliousness among those outside the authority of the City was further enhanced in later years by the cockney taste for rowdy, popular entertainments, and in the area’s accommodation of wanton playhouses and brothels, but it was a reputation that was not always justified. In reality, the history of the East End has been one less often of anarchy than of hardship and struggle, in which filling empty bellies and finding shelter for the night took easy precedence over insurgence.

The Thames, having played a leading role in the creation of the capital city and the birth of its eastern suburbs, continued to influence developments in the hamlets downstream from the Tower. By the mid-sixteenth century, increasing industry on the river contributed to the emergence of Ratdiff, Limehouse, Wapping and Blackwall as significant centres of ship-building, and, as complementary trades and services evolved, more traditional waterside occupations such as milling and fishing began to wane in importance.

Although it had originally been Stepney, with its port at Ratcliff, which was predominant among the riverside hamlets, when the newly founded East India Company – a commercial enterprise, chartered in 1600 by Queen Elizabeth, which was to form the germ of the British Empire – dug its ship-building dock at Blackwall Yard, nowhere else in the East End, for the next hundred or so years, would be so closely identified with trade on the river as Poplar-and-Blackwall, the most distant of the hamlets from the City. Here, all life revolved around the East India Company: school, work, worship, homes and even, towards the end of the employees’ lives, the company’s own almshouses.

Incongruously, the East End was gradually emerging as a focus of massive international trade. At this time, however, it was still only an embryonic version of the predominantly urban character with which east London would become totally identified during the coming upheavals of Empire and the Industrial Revolution.

The still-essentially agricultural nature of the majority of the area was reflected in the records of crimes committed, such as theft of wheat and crop damage, although, with the increasing prosperity coming from the new industries on the Thames, opportunities were beginning to present themselves for more urban categories of crime.

Pickpockets, and the more violent footpads, robbed unwary passers-by in early instances of what we would now call street crime or muggings, part of the illicit way of life, of both truth and legend, which would become inextricably linked with the East End. But crime will always be a risk, where the desperate or the immoral are in proximity to rich pickings, and the choice cargoes on the river certainly provided those.

Piracy, thievery and, consequently, the gallows became almost commonplace and, in 1798, the river police – now known as Thames Division, the oldest civilian police force in the world – was created specifically to deal with everything from petty pilfering to major theft on the water.

The incidence of crime on the Thames was exacerbated by the vulnerability of the cargoes, which were held on board ship in the middle of the river, sometimes for weeks on end, until they were unloaded on to lighters and then ferried over to the unsecured quays, all giving plenty of scope for the criminally inclined to help themselves. Eventually, the West India Company had enough; their Caribbean shipments were far too precious and, in 1802, they opened their own secure dock. With the novelty of the ease and security which this accorded, other companies soon followed suit and numerous docks appeared along the riverside. The blind, forbidding walls, rising massively above the sea of crowded streets, alleyways and courts, became a familiar part of the East End landscape, which would be changed only by the terrible destruction of the Second World War, and would finally disappear with the transformation of the docks into Docklands.

It wasn’t exclusively the river which brought change and prosperity; having the wealthy city dwellers and merchants as their close neighbours, the poorer people of the hamlets had a ready-made market for the goods and services they could provide. But the story of the East End, as the working-class, slum-ridden, overcrowded, industrialized quarter of London, is as closely linked to the upheavals following the Reformation and the dissolution of the monasteries as it is to the river or to the development of trade and industry.

The power of the early Church and the wealth of the monastic estates that had thrived beyond the city walls had been barriers to any further eastward spread of the capital. The situation altered radically with Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries and nunneries in the 1530s, when his confiscation and selling off of Church lands both helped fill the crown’s coffers and opened the way for changes in land use and ownership and, subsequently, for much opportunistic redevelopment outside the jurisdiction of the City authorities.

Happening at a time when the population of London had increased from around 50,000 to somewhere in the region of 200,000 people – partly caused by recovery after the famines and plagues that had so depleted earlier generations, but also by Henry’s encouragement of selective European immigration as an aid to the development of industrial techniques and skills – the opportunity was pounced upon.

Sold off by the crown, the eastern approaches to the City underwent a revolution in land use. Urbanization and overcrowding of the area had begun, the negative effects of which, as always, being worst for the poorest inhabitants. The poor were already suffering from the disappearance of the monasteries and nunneries, as the alms and medical help traditionally provided by the religious orders also disappeared. Only St Katharine’s by the Tower, an order long benefiting from royal protection, was permitted to survive and to continue with its charitable works.

Descriptions of this remarkable process of change are vividly chronicled in his Survey of London by John Stow, a man who spent all his life (1525–1605) in Aldgate. Although he approved of the increasing prosperity which he observed, he wrote about many of the changes with obvious apprehension.

From having boyhood memories of being sent for milk to Goodman’s Field – Goodman being a Tudor dairy farmer, still remembered today in various building and place names around Whitechapel – and of walks through green pastures, Stow watched as the Tower Hamlets were transformed. By the end of his life, many of those fields had been supplanted by streets and houses.

The potential for expansion was still blocked to the west by the boundaries of the City, to the south by the river, and by non-monastic farms, nursery gardens and estates to the north, but could now proceed towards the east without hindrance. The road from Essex, leading across Bow Bridge and linking Whitechapel to Aldgate, had long been where town met country, but it was paved over in 1542, just two years after the final abbey fell to the crown; the drovers no longer steered their animals to slaughter through a country lane past fields and meadows but along a bustling High Street, past crowded coaching inns, thriving tradesmen and the elegant homes of wealthy merchants.

Alongside the burgeoning river – and ship-related enterprises, and the businesses set up to service the needs and demands of the wealthy, the nuisance trades, or stink industries, were flourishing. The prevailing winds were now giving the cockneys’ neighbours to the more salubrious west the added advantage of remaining upwind of the stench of not only metalworks and slaughterhouses but increasing numbers of breweries, gunworks, tanneries, lime kilns, glue, soap and candle works, and the rest of the disagreeable or dangerous trades, whose reek and polluting fumes were now wafting downstream towards the estuary.

The subsequent pressure on housing, to hold this growing working population, was met, in the rapidly developing Whitechapel, by the building of what was described most disparagingly by Stow as no more than a shanty town. But still the area was home to a social mix of rich and poor, and just about every other social level in between, in a way that is hardly conceivable when the Victorian East End is conjured in the imagination.

Stow considered the details of these developments in the Tower Hamlets, observing how, during his lifetime, the rural was so quickly becoming urban. The rapidity of change would nowadays, perhaps, seem almost leisurely, but in those days must have seemed astonishing. In his 1908 introduction to the Survey, Charles Lethbridge Kingsford neatly sums up the impact of this moment in history by saying that the author was witnessing ‘the passing of medievalism and the birth of the modern capital’.

Stow cites a petition to Queen Elizabeth which points to the overcrowded East End as not only a potential health hazard for its better-off neighbours but a threat to the queen herself. This led to a royal order for the limitation of building there, but the result was contradictory in that more people simply squeezed into less space, making the housing even more overcrowded and insanitary than ever.

Not only were housing conditions unhealthily unpleasant, the streets, waterways and workplaces were contaminated with waste and by-products of both people and their trades. Yet Samuel Pepys could still write, well into the seventeenth century, of enjoying visits to a pastoral east London, with friendly inns near the Lea, and of his pleasure at being the guest of his friend Sir William Rider at his mansion, Bethnal House, in Bethnal Green. It was to Rider’s home that Pepys escaped with his most-valued possessions, including his diary, during the Great Fire of London in 1666.

It was not until the effects and demands of the Industrial Revolution that the spread of the slums would result in the East End coming to resemble nothing less than a squalid hell, where people did what they could, or had to, to get by. That would not be experienced in all its wretchedness for several generations, but the embryonic pattern that had first emerged centuries earlier was now set, and would last for centuries: finance would be the business of the City; government and the retailing of luxury goods would be centred in the west; and the manufacturing, processing and finishing trades, in all their unpleasantness and with all their concomitant dangers, would be sited in the industrial quarter of the east.
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