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Darkness
■ ‘…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 squalor and heroism not less 
magnificent may be observed at our very doors’
– 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’s expansion
■ 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)



London’s expansion
■ As the population expanded, London was continually built up and extended

■ 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 labour
■ Docking and allied trades in the East End, with colonial expansion

■ Growing middle class wealth, in shipping, banking, investment and insurance, with 
growth in domestic service

■ 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% of total in England and Wales)

■ Including metal-working, cloth and silk (Whitechapel and Spitalfields), leather 
(Bermondsey), precision manufacture (Clerkenwell), furniture-making (Shoreditch) 

■ 1861 Census: 13,000 machine and tool makers; 6000 carriage makers, 5000 
musical instrument makers…

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



Introducing poverty and social reform

■ How did Victorians respond to the growing problem of poverty and 
destitution in London?

■ How were ideas about the poor shaped by moral and cultural beliefs 
of responsibility and respectability?

■ What kinds of philanthropy developed over this period, and how 
effective where they?

■ What perspective and methods of studying poverty were developed 
over the Victorian period by Henry Mayhew (1850-62) and Charles 
Booth (1889-1902)?





Splodger, will you have a Jack-surpass of finger-and-
thumb, and blow your yard of tripe of nosey-me-
knacker, while we have a touch of the broads with some 
other heaps of coke at my drum’?



Londoners in their own words
‘‘S-pose now, your honour’, said a ‘shallow cove’, who 
was giving us a lesson in the St Giles’ classics, I wanted 
to ask a codger to come and have a glass of rum with 
me, and smoke a pipe of backer over a game of cards 
with some blokes at home – I should say, Splodger, will 
you have a Jack-surpass of finger-and-thumb, and blow 
your yard of tripe of nosey-me-knacker, while we have a 
touch of the broads with some other heaps of coke at 
my drum’.





‘It was a wonderful sight to behold that vast bricken mass of churches and 
hospitals, banks and prisons, palaces and workhouses, docks and refuges for 
the destitute, parks and squares, and courts and alleys, which make up London 
– all blent into one immense black spot – to look down upon the whole as the 
birds of the air look down up on it, and see it dwindled into a mere rubbish 
heap … to take, as it were, an angel’s view of that huge town where, perhaps, 
there is more virtue and more iniquity, more wealth and more want, brought 
together into one dense focus than in any other part of the earth’ 
– Henry Mayhew, The Criminal Prisons of London



Henry Mayhew
‘Altogether [Mayhew’s] is the most impressive survey of labour and of poverty 
at the mid-century which exists’

- E. P. Thompson, The Unknown Mayhew (1971)

‘Mayhew’s imaginative leaps into the minds and hearts of the poor are not just 
texts to be fitted into a version of the history of social science… he made a rare 
contribution to human understanding… Mayhew’s industrial survey offers the 
social and economic historian a veritable storehouse of riches’

- Eileen Yeo, The Unknown Mayhew (1971)



Henry Mayhew (1812-1887)
A contemporary of Dickens, born in London in 1812. 

Co-founder of Punch magazine in 1841, journalist and author:

■ Whom to Marry and How to Get Married (1848) – Novel

■ London Labour and the London Poor (1850) – Morning 
Chronicle series

■ Low Wages (1851)

■ The Rhine and its Picturesque Scenery (1856) – Travel guide

■ London Labour and the London Poor, vol. 1-3 (1861) – Book 
form

■ London Labour and the London Poor, vol. 4 (1862)



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ Over four volumes, Mayhew gives a panorama of London 

street scenes and occupations, including street performers, 
prostitutes, pickpockets, estimating around 40,000 street 
people in London

■ Main research (1847-50) at a time of major economic 
downturn, outbreaks of cholera, and the Potato Famine, with 
London having a large economically superfluous population

■ ‘it surely may be considered curious as being the first attempt 
to publish the history of a people, from the lips of the people 
themselves – giving a literal description of their labour, their 
earnings, their trials, and their sufferings, in their own 
‘unvarnished’ language; and to portray the condition of their 
homes and their families by personal observation of the 
places, and direct communion with the individuals’ – Mayhew



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ 1849: Mayhew submitted an account to the Morning Chronicle of a visit to 

Jacob’s Island

■ Oct 1849 - Dec 1850: 82 ‘letters’ published in the Morning Chronicle, 2 or 3 
letters of around 3500 words

■ Dec 1850-Feb 1852: falls out with MC editors; independently updates this 
material; published in weekly pamphlets at 2d

■ 1861: Mayhew publishes a 3-vol. series = all the weekly pamphlets and 
much of the Chronicle material.

■ 1862: 4th vol. published = reports on London’s criminal classes undertaken 
by other people and compiled together by Mayhew

■ 1865: All four volumes were reprinted in a unified series by Charles Griffin 
and Co.



■ Chapter 1 LONDON LABOUR AND THE LONDON POOR. -- THE STREET-FOLK. 

■ Chapter 2 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF FISH.

■ Chapter 3 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF FRUIT AND VEGETABLES. 

■ Chapter 4 OF THE STATIONARY STREET-SELLERS OF FISH, FRUIT, AND VEGETABLES. 

■ Chapter 5 OF THE STREET-IRISH. 

■ Chapter 6 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF GAME, POULTRY (LIVE AND DEAD), RABBITS, BUTTER, CHEESE, AND EGGS

■ Chapter 7 OF THE SELLERS OF TREES, SHRUBS, FLOWERS (CUT AND IN POTS), ROOTS, SEEDS, AND BRANCHES. 

■ Chapter 8 STREET-SELLERS OF GREEN STUFF. 

■ Chapter 9 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF EATABLES AND DRINKABLES. 

■ Chapter 10 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF EATABLES AND DRINKABLES. 

■ Chapter 11 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF STATIONERY, LITERATURE, AND THE FINE ARTS.

■ Chapter 12 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF STATIONERY, LITERATURE, AND THE FINE 
ARTS. 

■ Chapter 13 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF MANUFACTURED ARTICLES. 

■ Chapter 14 OF THE WOMEN STREET-SELLERS. 

■ Chapter 15 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF MANUFACTURED ARTICLES. 



Londoners in their own words
■ ‘Then the sights, as you elbow your way through the crowd, are equally 

multifarious. Here is a stall glittering with new tin saucepans; there another, 
bright with its blue and yellow crockery, and sparkling with white glass. Now 
you come to a row of old shoes arranged along the pavement; now to a 
stand of gaudy tea-trays; then to a shop with red handkerchiefs and blue 
checked shirts, fluttering backwards and forwards, and a counter built up 
outside on the kerb, behind which are boys beseeching custom .... One 
minute you pass a man with an umbrella turned inside up and full of prints; 
the next, you hear one with a peepshow of Mazeppa, and Paul Jones the 
pirate, describing the pictures to the boys looking in at the little round 
windows.’ (Vol 1, ch. 10)



Londoners in their own words
■ ‘a passion for the idiosyncrasies of character and speech such as only the 

very greatest novelists have exhibited. ... It is astonishing, reading Mayhew, 
to learn how many of the poor were self-employed and the extraordinary 
diversity of the ways by which they managed to earn a living, however 
meager.’ – W.H. Auden

■ On ‘Mayhew's incomparable records of conversations … It is not only the 
convincing talk. It is Mayhew's range and care, about the details of so many 
kinds of work....’ – Raymond Williams

■ Does it count as literature and not sociology?





"I am 15," he said. "My father was a potter, and I can't recollect my mother" (many of the thieves 
are orphans or motherless). "My father has been dead about five years. I was then working at the 
pottery in High-street, Lambeth, earning about 4s. a week; in good weeks, 4s. 6d. I was in work 
eight months after my father died; but one day I broke three bottles by accident, and the fore-
man said `I shan't want you any more;' and I took that as meant for a discharge; but I found after-
wards that he did'nt so mean it. I had 2s. and a suit of clothes then, and tried for work at all the 
potteries; but I couldn't get any. It was about the time Smithfield fair was on. I went, but it was a 
very poor concern. I fell asleep in a pen in the afternoon, and had my shoes stolen of my feet. 
When I woke up, I began crying. A fellow named Gyp then came along (I knew his name 
afterwards), and he said, `What are you crying for?' and I told him, and he said, `Pull off your 
stockings, and come with me, and I'll show you where to sleep.' So I did, and he took me to St. 
Olave's workhouse, having first sold my stockings. I had never stolen anything until then. There I 
slept in the casual ward, and Gyp slept there too. In the morning we started together for 
Smithfield, where he said he had a job to sweep the pens, but he couldn't sweep them without 
pulling off his coat, and it would look so queer if he hadn't a shirt -- and he hadn't one. He 
promised to teach me how to make a living in the country if I would lend him mine, and I was 
persuaded -- for I was an innocent lad then -- and went up a gateway and stripped off my shirt 
and gave it to him, and soon after he went into a public- house to get half a pint of beer; he went 
in at one door and out at another, and I didn't see him for six months afterwards. 
– Vol 1, Ch13, From ‘Statement of a Young Pickpocket’



■ ‘I can neither read nor write. My mother was a good woman, and I wish I'd had her to run 
away to. I saw things between almost children that I can't describe to you -- very often I 
saw them, and that shocked me. At the month's end, when I was beat out, I met with a 
young man of fifteen -- I myself was going on to twelve years old -- and he persuaded me 
to take up with him. I stayed with him three months in the same lodging-house, living 
with him as his wife, though we were mere children, and being true to him. At the three 
months' end he was taken up for picking pockets, and got six months. I was sorry  for he 
was kind to me; though I was made ill through him; so I broke some windows in St. Paul's-
churchyard to get into prison to get cured. I had a month in the Compter, and came out 
well. I was scolded very much in the Compter, on account of the state I was in, being so 
young. I had 2s. 6d. given to me when I came out, and was forced to go into the streets 
for a living. I continued walking the streets for three years, some times making a good 
deal of money, sometimes none, feasting one day and starving the next.’
- Vol 1, Ch 13, From ‘Statement of a Prostitute’





■ ‘I kill the adders with a stick, or, when I has shoes, I jumps on 'em . . . The snails and frogs 
I sell to Frenchmen. I don't know what part they eat of the frog, but I know they buy 
them, and the dandelion root. The frogs is 6d and Is a dozen. They like the yellow-bellied 
ones . . . They always pick out the yellow-bellied first; I don't know how to feed 'em, or 
else I might fatten them. Many people swallows young frogs, they're reckoned very good 
things to clear the inside. The frogs I catch in ponds and ditches up at Hampstead and 
Highgate...’ – A Street-seller of frogs, birds-nests, snakes, etc.

■ ‘There's water companies both at Hampstead and Highgate, but our well water 
[Hampstead] is asked for, for all that. It's so with Highgate. It is beautiful water, either for 
washing or drinking. Perhaps it's better with a little drop of spirit for drinking, but I 
seldom taste it that way. The fatigue's so great that we must take a little drop of spirit on 
a long day. No, sir, we don't mix it; that spoils two good things’ 
- A Street-seller of fresh water, waiting at a public pump



Criticisms: literature?
‘Despite his apt use of various methods of investigation and presentation, he 
did not produce a social survey but social reportage of a high order of 
sympathy and versatility. There is no theme; by and large there is description 
without selection and analysis.. . . And though his volumes describe a large 
variety of occupations and types, their scope is rather narrow: they deal only 
with one nomadic heterogeneous section of the London working classes- those 
who traded, morally or immorally, in the streets and those who worked in the 
streets.’ – Ruth Glass



Criticisms: unscientific?
■ ‘overwhelmed by images, descriptions, case studies, and life histories. The 

last were presented either in the neutral tones of a commentator or in the 
dialect-the 'unvarnished' language, as Mayhew put it-of the subject; in 
either case the emotional impact was all the greater for the apparent 
objectivity of the narration … Then, as now, what passed as ‘the culture of 
poverty’ was the culture of a small subgroup of the poor’ 
– Gertrude Himmelfarb

■ ‘Booth's deliberate impersonality - mapping and grading before visiting; 
systematic tabulation--is less readable and less attractive, but it belongs to a 
way of seeing which the new society itself was producing.’ 
– Raymond  Williams



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ Mayhew sets out to provide ‘information concerning a large body of 

persons, of whom the public had less knowledge than of the most distant 
tribes of the earth’

■ ‘at the least 500 sellers of water-cresses; 200 coffee-stalls; 300 cats-meat 
men; 250 ballad-singers; 200 play-bill sellers; from 800 to 1,000 bone-
grubbers and mud larks; 1,000 crossing-sweepers; another thousand 
chimney-sweeps, and the same number of turncocks and lamp-lighters . . . 
Together with the street-performers and showmen, tinkers, chair, umbrella, 
and clock-menders, sellers of bonnet-boxes, toys, stationery, songs, last 
dying-speeches, tubs, pails, mats, crockery, blacking, lucifers, corn-salves, 
clothes-pegs, brooms, sweetmeats, razors, dog-collars, dogs, birds, coals, 
sand, – scavengers, dustmen, and others . . . fifty thousand individuals, or 
about a fortieth-part of the entire population of the metropolis.’



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ Mayhew’s work = partly an anthropological study; examining social 

structures in relation to physiology, race and breeding

■ Started from a position of wanting to determine the history, structure and 
wages of trades

■ Identified a cross-section of people within a trade and interviewed them 
about their work

■ Assisted by a team who located suitable people, made arrangements and 
took notes

Criticisms:

■ Influence of the interview scenario

■ Gap between interview and publication

■ BUT: close relationship between Mayhew and his subjects



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ Detailed the ‘Sweating’ system; Outworking & homeworking; and casual and 

seasonal employment

■ ‘poverty line’ = Distinguishing the genuinely poor from ‘loafers’ and criminals

■ ‘honest’ and ‘dishonest’ poor - honest divided into ‘striving’ and ‘disabled’

Conclusion = ‘Those that will work, those that cannot work, and those that will not 
work’

– Those that will = study of street folk and occupations

– Those that cannot = study of the old, the infirm & disabled

– Those that will not = study of prostitutes, criminals and beggars



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ The second volume focuses less on street workers, and instead on scavenging

■ Again, notice Mayhew’s attempt to give precise detail

■ ‘We have 30,000 cigar-ends daily, or 210,000 weekly cast away in the London 
streets. Now, reckoning 150 cigars go to a pound, we may assume that each 
end so cast away weighs about the thousandth part of a pound; consequently 
the gross weight of the ends flung into the gutter will, in the course of the 
week, amount to about 2 cwt.; and calculating that only a sixth part of these 
are picked up by the finders, it follows that there is very nearly a ton of refuse 
tobacco collected annually in the metropolitan thoroughfares.’ (Vol 2)



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ Sympathy, literature, sociological analysis, or condescension? 

■ ‘I know that as a class you are distinguished mainly by your love of a roving life 
.... Continuous employment of a monotonous nature is so irksome to you, that 
immediately you engage in it you long to break away from it .... Society, 
however, expects, that if you wish to better yourselves, you will at once settle 
down as steadily as it does, and immediately conform to all its notions; but I 
am satisfied that if anything effectual is to be done in the way of reforming you, 
Society must work in consonance and not in antagonism with your nature. In 
this connexion it appears to me that the great outlet for you is street trading, 
where you are allowed to roam at will unchafed by restraints not congenial to 
your habits and feelings’ – Talking to ‘Ticket of Leave Men’ (Vol III)



London Labour and the London Poor (1861)
■ ‘Broadly speaking, his attitude is cosmopolitan, even though the 

cosmopolitanism exists side-by-side with a bias towards "respectability.“’ 
- Maxwell, ‘Henry Mayhew and Life on the Streets’ 

■ At times, Mayhew wonders how could it be laudable to wander through life 
‘purposeless, objectless, and unprincipled’, or have as one's motivating desire 
‘a precocious acuteness – in all that concerns ... immediate wants?’ 

■ On the other, street life suggests ‘a perfect liberty’ he finds attractive



Evaluating: qualitative
‘The earnest care of the Government to know the exact number of people that the 
parish of Clumpley-cum-Bogglesmere contained on an especial night - how many 
folks slept in 43, Parson's Court, Upper Bloater Street, Chandler's Market, on the 
same occasion: who populated the police-cells; who put up at hotels; who dozed 
the night away in cabs and coffee-shops - on billiard-tables and heaps of cabbages-
- anywhere, everywhere, and nowhere--this great investigation of those who 
cannot believe their Census any longer is about to come off again, and again to 
furnish its utterly false returns. We say utterly false, for the means taken to insure 
correctness, as to the number of persons who slept in a particular place on a 
particular night, are contemptibly inefficient .... The people unnumbered in the 
Census compose waiters, tramps, stokers, carriers, gamblers, piemen, breakfast-
stall keepers, steamboat stewards, mail-train passengers, moon-shooters, show-
folks, Vauxhall lamp-men, and renowned individuals of all sorts, whose night's 
repose is doubtful; such as Mr. Braidwood; the toll-keepers at the bridges, the 
beadles of the arcades, Mr. Green, if on a night ascent; the editor of the Times; 
and, on certain debates, Mr. Chisholm Anstey.’ – Mayhew, Comic Almanack, 1851







Overcrowding
■ While the Metropolitan Board of Works made progress in building sewers, 

paving streets and commons, it was less effective with slums

■ Half a million had to be ‘on the spot at the lucky time’ for work at Covent 
Garden – work also casual and insecure at the docks and in building

■ Major 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



Overcrowding
■ No welfare state, pensions or council housing until the early 20th century

■ Overcrowding exacerbated by demolitions as a result of railways, widening 
streets, and slum-clearances (like the Old Nichol)

The first shock of a great earthquake had, just at that period, rent the whole 
neighbourhood to its centre … Everywhere were bridges that led nowhere; 
thoroughfares that were wholly impassable; Babel towers of chimneys, 
wanting half their height; temporary wooden houses and enclosures, in the 
most unlikely situations; carcases of ragged tenements, and fragments of 
unfinished walls and arches, and piles of scaffolding and wildernesses of bricks, 
and giant forms of cranes, and tripods straddling above nothing.’

- Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son (1848)



George Cruikshank, London Going out of Town (1829). Robot house builders move through Islington towards 

Hampstead.



Philanthropy
■ Victorian values of private property and supply-and-demand

■ Ideas of social reform shaped by moral ideas about the poor…

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

■ Few voices argued for redistribution of wealth

■ Missionary zeal and moral improvements centre-stage

■ The ‘Settlement’ Movement also emerges: 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
■ ‘Nearly 550 philanthropic institutions, not including branch ones or 

auxiliaries, are in the metropolis; they may be classified into general 
medical hospitals, lunatic asylums, special medical hospitals, residential 
hospitals, general dispensaries, alms-houses, refuges for the destitute, 
asylums for orphans, homes for the aged or the outcast, societies for 
relieving general distress and destitution, societies for relieving specific 
distress, societies for aiding cases of emergency or for preserving life, 
institutions for reforming or offenders or reclaiming the fallen, societies for 
the ameliorating of public morals, societies for aiding the resources of the 
industrious, provident societies, charitable pension societies, religious book 
societies, Bible societies, missionary societies, and many institutions or 
associations of mixed or miscellaneous character’
- John Marius Wilson, Imperial Gazetteer of England and Wales (1870-72





Philanthropy
■ Victorians focused on private charity

■ Soup-kitchens; borough sanitary officers offering whitewash; mothers’ 
meeting running clothing and coal clubs; midwives and nurses employed by 
maternity charities attached to major hospitals; Sunday Schools for 
children, with summer outings and Band of Hope events

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

■ Charitable activities in Lambeth around 1900 include 36 temperance 
societies (for children); 27 Bible classes; 27 girls or young women’s clubs; 25 
savings banks; 24 Christian Endeavour societies; 21 boot, coal, blanket or 
clothing clubs; 17 branches of the Boys’ Brigade or Church Lads’ Brigade; a 
day nursery; a ‘prostitute’s institute’; several libraries; dozens of Sunday 
Schools, etc.



Housing
■ ‘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

■ Gin drinking is a great vice in England, but wretchedness and dirt are a 
greater; and until you improve the homes of the poor, or persuade a half 
famished wretch not to seek relief in the temporary oblivion of his own 
misery, with the pittance which, divided among his family, would furnish a 
morsel of bread for each, gin shops will increase in number and splendour. 
If Temperance Societies would suggest an antidote against hunger, filth, and 
foul air, or could establish dispensaries for the gratuitous distribution of 
bottles of Lethe water, gin palaces would be numbered among the things 
that were.’ – Charles Dickens, ‘Gin Shops’, Sketches by Boz (1836)





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

■ Octavia Hill rejected barrack-like dwellings and refurbished cottages, 
supervised by philanthropic lady rent-collectors to help improve morals

■ 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

■ Improved Industrial Dwellings Company (1862), Finsbury

■ East End Dwellings Company (1882) for the ‘poorest class of self-supporting 
labourers’, Cromer St, Kings Cross

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



Philanthropy?
‘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





Peabody and Burdett-Coutts
■ The Burdett-Coutts build four gothic blocks in Bethnal Green, the Columbia 

Square Buildings, housing 183 families, with a return of 2.5%

■ Homes for ‘the very poorest of the industrious classes’

■ Resident superintendent; families with more than a week’s arrears evicted

■ Columbia Market opened indoors, with a gothic square and hall, a challenge 
to the street culture of costermongers – and fails 

■ George Peabody, wealthy American merchant, donates £150,000 for 
respectable working class-housing

■ Peabody’s Buildings first constructed in in Commercial Street – by 1897, 
they house nearly 20,000 across London



George Peabody
‘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.’



Themes
■ Improved sanitation with sewers, reduces cholera

■ Vast number of house drains and outdoor toilets installed over the 1870s, 
removing cess-pools and open rubbish storage and horse manure

■ Street paving and street lighting

■ A continued sense of hidden, moral, subterranean decline and degeneracy

■ Social exploration: James Greenwood, Jack London

■ John Hollingshead, Ragged London (1861)

■ Andrew Mearns, Bitter Cry of Outcast London (1883)

■ W.T. Stead journalism in the Pall Mall Gazette (e.g. child prostitution)

■ The East End ‘as unexplored as Timbuctoo’ – London Diocesan Society 1855



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’



Charles 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 (1960)

‘If Booth had done nothing else, he would deserve recognition for 
having had these remarkable poverty maps of London drawn up and 
published’
- Albert Fried and Richard Elman, Charles Booth’s London (1969)

‘Booth saw himself as a disinterested investigator, using scientific 
methods of inquiry to state more clearly the nature and extent of the 
actual problem; after this, it was for others to decide what was to be 
the solution’
- Sarah Wise, The Blackest Streets (2009)



Charles Booth (1840-1916)
■ Born in Liverpool in 1840; father was a prosperous corn merchant

■ 1875: moves to London where he lives for most of his life, often with 
working-class families.

■ 1886: Booth Steamship Company, operating mainly in South America

■ Died, aged 76, in 1916 at his country home in Leicestershire

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

■ Life and Labour of the People in London, 9 vols. (1892-97) 

■ The Aged Poor in England and Wales: Condition (1894) 

■ The Aged Poor in England and Wales: A Proposal (1899) 

■ Life and Labour of the People in London, 17 vols. (1902-03) 

■ Poor Law Reform (1910) 



Charles Booth (1840-1916)
■ Life and Labour of the People in London (1903) 

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

■ Booth believed this ‘grossly overstated the case’ - set out in 1886, to refute 
the findings 

■ 1889: First publication his findings – just east London and divided into 3 
sections: ‘The Classes’, ‘The Trades’ and ‘Special Subjects’ 

■ 1891: 2nd ed. Included the rest of London and looked at streets and 
districts & developed the A – H classifications; also appearance of the (now 
famous) maps

■ 1892: Study shifted from lives to occupations; known as ‘the people as they 
work’

■ 1902-3: Final investigation concerned the influence of social and political 
institutions; known as the ‘religious series’





Booth’s class structure
First to use data to draw an exact social profile and classification of poverty

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

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

B. Casual earnings – very poor

C. Intermittent earnings, and  

D. Small regular earnings

E. Regular standard earnings – above line of poverty

F. Higher-class labour

G. Lower middle class

H. Upper middle class



Booth’s class structure
■ 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
■ 1st study on ‘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

■ Sought to overcome bias by using widest range of sources

■ 2nd study on ‘trades’ = 1891 census, factory inspectors, trades unions, 
employers workers

■ 3rd study on ‘social & political influences’ = interviews with 1800 London 
organisations

Overall schema = 3 areas which determined a person’s conditions of life:

– What they did for a living

– How and where they lived

– How they spent their spare time



A Socio-Spatial Approach
■ Booth believed that the solution to poverty lay in links between what people 

earned, what they spent it on, and how they lived

■ Maps correlation between these factors and the locations where people lived

■ Urban layout and location often linked to criminality – e.g. being hemmed in 
by railways or canals, lacking access to open spaces

■ System of colour coding, related to the eight classes he had determined, 
which he then applied to detailed street maps of London

■ Booth and his team conduct a house-to-house survey in 1886 of the East End

■ Maps first displayed to the Royal Statistical Society in 1887

■ Published in Life and Labour of the People in London in 1891







The Maps
■ 1898-9: Booth decided to revise and update the maps

■ Methodology: George Duckworth, George Arkell and Earnest Aves, undertook 
excursions on foot around London neighbourhoods noting changes from the 
previously attributed colour-coding

■ Accompanied by police officers = offer protection but also help the 
researchers understand the character of the neighbourhoods they patrolled.



Mapping the streets
■ ‘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.’





Mapping the streets
■ ‘for brutality within the circle of family life, perhaps nothing in all London 

quite equalled the Old Nichol Street neighbourhood. It must be admitted 
that the place deserved destruction. A district of  almost solid poverty and 
low life, in which the houses  were as broken down and deplorable as their 
unfortunate inhabitants ; it seemed to offer a very good  opportunity for 
rebuilding on some entirely new plan, such as might provide light and air, and 
possibilities of welfare and health for all. 

■ … The various expenses incurred in effecting the clearance had been 
enormous, and it may be that too much was yielded to the desire to build 
dwellings that should at once be a credit to the London County Council and 
an example to others.  At any rate, the cost was too great, the rents too high,  
and, in addition, the regulations to be observed under  the new conditions, 
demanded more orderliness … Everywhere these people are recognised as 
coming  from the ‘Nichol,’ and everywhere they have brought  poverty, dirt 
and disorder with them, and an increase  of crowding, the rooms previously 
occupied by one  family having had to serve for two.’






