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LONDON, THE GREAT WEN



‘…think for a moment how close the parallel is, and how strange it is 
that so much interest should be excited by a narrative of human 
squalor and human heroism in a distant continent, while greater and 
heroism not less magnificent may be observed at our very doors’ 
squalor
– William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890)

‘Nowhere in the streets of London may one escape the sight of abject 
poverty, while five minutes’ walk from almost any point will bring one 
to a slum; but the region my hansom was now penetrating was one 
unending slum.  The streets were filled with a new and different race 
of people, short of stature, and of wretched or beer-sodden 
appearance.  We rolled along through miles of bricks and squalor, and 
from each cross street and alley flashed long vistas of bricks and 
misery.’ 
– Jack London, People of the Abyss (1902)











London swells

London between 1700-1801 doubles, from 575,000 to 1 million in 1801

And by 1900…. London has increased to just under 7 million

A time of major improvements: 
 railway lines and stations are built over the 1830s-40s; 

 the new Houses of Parliament appear in the 1840s-50s, 

 the Underground in the 1860s, 

 the metropolitan drainage and Thames embankment in the 1860s-70s,

 the Underground expansion and change to electric lighting in the 
1880s-90s





"The Silent Highwayman“, in Punch (1858).William Heath, “Monster soup” (1828)



Expansion

In the 1840s, during the Irish Famine which killed over 1 million, over 17% of 
London’s population were migrants – 330,000 migrants came to London over 
that decade

‘who, footsore and weary, and gazing fearfully at the huge town before them, 
as if foreboding that their misery there would be but as a drop of water in the 
sea, or as a grain of sea-sand on the shore … Swallowed up in one phase or 
other of its immensity, towards which they seemed impelled by a desperate 
fascination they never returned. Food for the hospitals, the churchyards, the 
prisons, the river, fever, madness, vice and death – they passed on to the 
monster, roaring in the distance, and were lost.’
- Dombey and Son



New forms of work

Docking and allied trades in the East End

Growing middle class wealth, in shipping, banking, investment and insurance

1841 Census: 168,701 domestic servants; 29,780 dressmakers; 16,220 
laundry-keepers and washers; 13,103 private messengers and errand boys

Other major employers were railways, construction, transportation, tailoring 
and dressmaking, food and drink, retailing, many small industries, prostitution

One in three London workers in manufacturing (15% total of England & Wales)

Specialised London occupations: 26,000 working in government; 61,000 in 
‘learned professions’; as well as 23,000 in hotel and catering.













Streets at night
Gas lighting first appears from 1807… 

By 1823, there are nearly 40,000 gas lamps installed, with two hundred miles of 
gas mains beneath the streets

‘But it is really at night that London must be seen! … London, magically lit by its 
millions of gas lights, is resplendent! Its broad streets disappearing into the 
distance; its shops, where floods of light reveal the myriad sparkling colours of all 
the masterpieces conceived by human industry’ – Flora Tristan, London Journal 
1840. 

‘The dim wet pavement lit irregularly / With shimmering streaks of gaslight, faint 
and frayed’ – Arthur Symons







ELECTRICITY

First electric lights: the new Embankment 1878… 

First power station in the world: 57 Holborn Viaduct, Thomas Edison (1883)

First electric adverts: Piccadilly Circus (1892)

At first, many small power stations and varying supply. Some streets much 
brighter than others… 

Many accidents in the 1920s result in standardised illumination, with lamp-
posts fixed at a standard height and mutual distance





NIGHTWALKING
Matthew Beaumont, Nightwalking – a literary tradition

Dickens, Blake, Wordsworth, Boswell…

Night literature: London By Night (1845) and After Dark, a Tale of London Life 
(1868), and James B.V. Thomson’s City of Dreadful Night (1874)

Leigh Hunt, 1828, ‘Walks Home by Night’: 
We are great walkers home by night and this has made us great acquaintances of 
watchmen, moonlight, mad-light, and other accompaniments of that interesting 
hour. … The advantage of a late hour is, that everything is silent, and the people 
fast in their beds. This gives the whole world a tranquil appearance’.





URBAN EXPLORERS





‘Two nations between whom there is no 
intercourse and no sympathy; who are 
ignorant of each other's habits, thoughts and 
feelings, as if they were dwellers in different 
zones or inhabitants of different planets; who 
are formed by different breeding, are fed by 
different food, are ordered by different 
manners, and are not governed by the same 
laws ... THE RICH AND THE POOR.’

- Benjamin Disraeli, Sybil (1845)



VICTORIAN POVERTY – OVERVIEW
Agricultural depressions and enclosures led to rural poverty over 18th-19th century

The Industrial Revolution provided many poor families with work

By 1851 census, more of the population lived in urban areas than the countryside

Thomas Malthus: overpopulation corrected by natural disasters and self-restraint

Poor Law Amendment Act 1834: reduction of poor relief to discourage larger 
families and dependency

Centred on the workhouse, it explained poverty through individual merit or 
failure, and placed many in gruelling hardship

Growth of charities and philanthropy to provide new relief



‘a distinct branch of modern literature in which a representative of one class 
consciously sets out to explore, analyse and report upon, the life of another class 
lower on the social scale than his own’ 

- Peter Keating, Into Unknown England (1976)

James Greenwood, A Night in a Workhouse (1866)

William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890)

Jack London, People of the Abyss (1902)

Other examples: George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London (1933)





James Greenwood
Born in Lambeth in 1835; his father was a coach trimmer. Greenwood was 
apprenticed as a compositor and then employed as an engraver.

Itinerant life, marries, moves into journalism and writing

A Night in a Workhouse (1866), Pall Mall Gazette

Enters workhouse in Lambeth in January 1866 with a stockbroker pal; 
remains for 14 hours

‘Much has been said on the subject - on behalf of the paupers - on behalf 
of the officials; but nothing by any one who, with no motive but to learn 
and make known the truth, had ventured the experiment of passing a night 
in a workhouse, and trying what it actually is to be a casual’

Very popular; leads to series of articles on overcrowding in the Lancet





William Booth (1829-1912)
Founder and leader of the ‘Salvation Army’, a breakaway group from 
Methodism with a Christian Mission in Whitechapel (1865)

In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890)

First-hand observations, investigative reporting of homeless lives in the 
East End and on the Thames Embankment, and letters received

Co-written by journalist William. T. Stead; Editor of the Pall Mall Gazette

Analogies with Africa: ‘As there is a darkest Africa is there not also a darkest England?’

Publishing sensation: churches were neglecting their ‘missionary’ responsibilities to the poor





JACK LONDON
Born in San Francisco in 1876. 

Undertook many manual labour jobs and spent time 
‘tramping’ = arrested for vagrancy.

The People of the Abyss (1903)

1902: On route to South Africa, finds himself jobless in 
London

New York publisher commissions a study of slum life in 
London

London spent 7 weeks living ‘undercover’ in the East End



‘Nowhere in the streets of London may one escape 
the sight of abject poverty, while five minutes’ 
walk from almost any point will bring one to a 
slum; but the region my hansom was now 
penetrating was one unending slum.  The streets 
were filled with a new and different race of 
people, short of stature, and of wretched or beer-
sodden appearance.  We rolled along through 
miles of bricks and squalor, and from each cross 
street and alley flashed long vistas of bricks and 
misery.’



OVER TO YOU

In small groups, choose 1 of the 3 excerpts. 

What do we learn about poverty in London from 
the account? 

What do we also learn about the perspective of 
the author?



SOCIAL REFORM: THE 
PHILANTHROPISTS





CONDITIONS OF THE POOR
Insecure work: half a million had to be ‘on the spot at the lucky time’ for work 
at Covent Garden

Overcrowding: in Goodge Place, the 1841 Census found 27 houses occupied by 
485 people (125 families and 64 single people), one with 32 people in it, with 
many occupants carrying on trades in the same room

In Church Lane, Westminster, 27 houses (of average 5 rooms) housed 655 
people in 1841, but 1.095 in 1847

Entire slum areas appeared, like Agar Town, Kings Cross; the ‘rookery’ of St 
Giles; Seven Dials; the Old Nichol, Shoreditch; Jacob’s Island, Bermondsey



PHILANTHROPY
Pessimists blamed the evils of alcohol, the inevitability of unemployment in a 
supply-demand economy, or the degenerate ‘stock’ of the idle classes

Missionary zeal and moral improvement

The ‘Settlement’ Movement: e.g. Arnold Toynbee, Mary Ward

Around 550 charitable agencies dispensing aid to ‘unfortunates’:

The Society for the Rescue of Young Women and Children; the London by 
Moonlight Mission; the Society for the Suppression of Vice; the London Society 
for the Protection of Young Females; the Reformatory and Refuge Union; the 
Female Aid Society; the Association for the Aid and Benefit of Dressmakers and 
Milliners…





PHILANTHROPY
Soup-kitchens; assistance with soap and whitewash; clothing, blanket and coal 
clubs; maternity charities; Sunday schools; boys’ brigades and women’s clubs; 
libraries; a day nursery; temperance societies; support for prostitutes

In 1899 nearly 34,000 London school-children spent two weeks at the farm or 
sea-side

‘It is of no use preaching religion, or making education cheap, or founding 
ragged schools, while the present state of things in this respect exists. Give to 
the poor man a cleanly and cheerful home at a price his means will bear, and 
then order and sobriety will ensue.’ – The Builder, 1855







HOUSING
‘If the working man has his own house, I have no fear of revolution’ – Lord 
Shaftesbury, founder of the Society for Improving the Condition of the 
Labouring Classes (1860s)

Developed and built model houses for workers in Kings Cross in 1844-47

Five Per Cent Philanthropy: commercial organisations, e.g. the Metropolitan 
Association for Improving the Dwellings of the Industrial Classes (1841), 
generating a 5% return, with properties in Spitalfields

Peabody housing (20k, 1897), the Burdett-Coutts: ‘respectable’ working class

‘barracks … for the army of industrialism’ – George Gissing



‘They have done nothing for the 
worst class in Somers Town and 
Agar Town, and they have 
wasted their means on a class 
who are well able to help 
themselves 

… The costermongers, the street 
hawkers – the industrious poor –
are still rotting up their filthy, ill-
drained, ill-ventilated courts, 
while well-paid mechanics, clerks 
and porters, willing to sacrifice a 
certain portion of their self-
respect, are the constant tenants 
of all these model dwellings’
- John Hollingshead, Ragged 
London in 1861





‘No applicants for rooms will be entertained unless every member of the 
applicant’s family has been vaccinated or agrees to comply with the Vaccination 
Act, and further agrees to have every case of infectious disease removed to the 
proper hospital 

… The passages, steps, closets, and lavatory windows must be washed every 
Saturday and swept every morning before 10 o’clock. This must be done by the 
tenants in turn. 

Washing must be done only in the laundry … Refuse must not be thrown out of 
the windows … Tenants are required to report to the superintendent any births, 
deaths, or infectious diseases occurring in their rooms.

Any tenant not complying with this rule will receive notice to quit.’



CHARLES BOOTH’S MAPS



A ‘SOCIAL COPERNICUS’

‘It is not in country, but in town that ‘terra incognita’ 
needs to be written on our social map. In the country 
the machinery of human life is plainly to be seen and 
easily recognized: personal relations bind the whole 
together … It is far otherwise with cities, where as to 
these questions we live in darkness’ - Booth

‘The task to which Booth next set himself was of awe-
inspiring dimensions, his proposal being no less than 
to classify every single street, and court and block of 
buildings in the entire metropolitan area’
- T. S & M. B. Simey, Charles Booth: Social Scientist



CHARLES BOOTH
Born in Liverpool in 1840; father a prosperous corn merchant

1886: Booth Steamship Company, operating mainly in South America

Life and Labour of the People, 2 vols. (1889) – East London 

Expands to 9 volumes (1892-97), then 17 (1902-03)

1885: Pall Mall Gazette published a survey claiming that 25% Londoners 
lived in abject poverty 

Booth believed this ‘grossly overstated the case’ - set out to refute it

Produces a very detailed series of maps exploring the relation between 
occupation, poverty and place





Develops ‘line of poverty’, and identifies a new form of class structure:

A. The lowest class of occasional labourers, loafers and semi-criminals (black)

B. Casual earnings – very poor (dark blue)

C. Intermittent earnings, and  

D. Small regular earnings (light blue)

E. Regular standard earnings – above line of poverty (purple)

F. Higher-class labour (pink)

G. Lower middle class (red)

H. Upper middle class (yellow



Class A: The lowest class, consists of some occasional labourers, street sellers, 
loafers and semi criminals, together with the inmates of common lodging houses, 
and the lowest order of the streets. With these ought to be counted the homeless 
outcasts who on any given night might find shelter where they can

Class B: Casual earnings – very poor. In East London the largest field for casual 
labourers is at the Docks … [They do not, on the average, get as much as three days’ 
work a week

Class C: Intermittent earnings – Stevedores and waterside porters may secure only 
one or two days’ work in a week, labourers in the building trade only eight or nine 
months’ work in a year … In this class the women usually work or seek for work 
when the men have none, they do charring, or washing, or needlework for very little 
money

Class D: Small regular earnings . The men are the better end of the casual dock and 
waterside labour … the rest are in regular work all the year round at a wage not 
exceeding 21s. A week, including factory, dock, and warehouse labourers, carmen, 
messengers, porters, etc.



METHOD
First systematic study of ‘poverty’ = relies on School Board visitors, school 
teachers, social workers, clergymen, then Poor Law statistics and police reports

Sources had access to data on wages, parental occupations, as well as local 
knowledge and hearsay – economic, environmental and cultural

Overall, three things which determine someone’s living conditions:

 What they did for a living

 How and where they lived

 How they spent their spare time







‘Starting at the Police Station in Commercial St, East past St Stephen’s Church 
into Quaker St. Rough, Irish. Brothels on the south side of the street past the 
Court called New Square. Also a Salvation Army ‘Lighthouse’ which encourages 
the disreputable to come this way. The railway has now absorbed all the houses 
on the North side as far as opposite Pool Square. Wheler St also Rough Irish, 
does not look bad, shops underneath.’

‘Grey Eagle St Jews on East side, poor. Gentiles, rough on West side, mixture of 
criminal men in street. Looks very poor, even the Jewish side but children 
booted, fairly clean, well clothed and well fed. Truman’s Brewery to the East 
side. To Corbet’s Court, storeyed rough Irish, brothels on either side of North 
end.’









3. Midterm (20%)

Research and write a 750 word 
investigation into one early impact 
of empire of your choice, based on 
the material and sources covered in 
the first four weeks. 

In your answer, contrast Olusoga’s
critique of empire against Ferguson’s 
support for it. In the following class, 
you will present and defend your 
findings. 

Due: Weds 16th October 



WALK: WHITECHAPEL, 2.15
Meet at the ticket barriers of 
Whitechapel underground 
station (District line) at 2.15

Any delays: 07784 084754


