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 Introduction

I’ve lived and worked most of my life in London. I grew up here, met my wife, got married, saw my children born, and in the last 40-odd years I must have traversed most of the city’s highways and byways at one time or another. As a musician I’ve written numerous songs about the place and over the years I’ve played with Madness in most of its venues, from its smallest to its grandest. I’ve made television and radio programmes about London, and from rather humble beginnings I’ve had the great privilege to live and work among its many walks of life, from the top to the bottom, experiencing all the colour and diversity on offer. London has been an unending inspiration, and - for good or ill - it has made me the man I am today.

It’s a city that’s changed a lot since I took my first heady breath of perfumed carbon dioxide: old buildings have come down, new buildings have gone up, fads and fashions have come and gone like the wind up the Thames. This is a city that never stays still, and its knack for relentless reinvention is what makes it such an exciting place to live in. It’s been constantly evolving for thousands of years, as new waves of Londoners settle here from all corners of Britain and beyond, just as my ancestors came in days gone by to seek their fortune in the big smoke. Each fresh arrival adding a new note to the ongoing song of London life.

But sometimes in the rush to the future, important things get lost along the way: old buildings that no longer serve their original purpose, old trades, old ways of doing things. Often they’re the things you barely notice sliding away. They seem to have been there forever, until one day you wake up and they’ve gone, victims of the wrecking ball, hikes in rent or the endless domination of the high-street brands. By the time you realise what’s happened it is, of course, too late to do anything about it.

This book is my attempt to celebrate some of those people and places that have floated into my firmament while they’re still around, and to remember others that have already disappeared from the map. Sadly time’s constant march was all too evident during the writing, as a number of the places I was featuring slipped away even in the course of completing the book. At times I started to dread documenting another endangered spot, for fear I was the curse that would finish them off !

But I’m very glad I didn’t stop. This book is a love letter not a lecture; I’m no historian, and London’s past has been covered by much finer minds than mine. We shall be crossing paths with very few of the capital’s great landmarks and public buildings - if it’s the tourist trail you’re after, you’ve picked up the wrong book. But if, like me, you have a fascination for the ordinary and extraordinary locations that give London its heart and soul, a love of paths not quite so beaten, and an appetite for eccentric, quirky, implausible and often unintentionally hilarious stories of the city, hopefully there’s something here for you.

One of the reasons I’m so fascinated by the wonderful interplay between London’s past and present can be blamed, I guess, on my day job as a musician. It all starts with song-writing. London, in one form or another, has always been a character in the lyrics I’ve written. In the early Madness stuff it was usually only there in the background - the natural setting for the characters whose lives and loves I wanted to sing about. The backdrop then was the London of now, a city seen through the eyes of a young cove from Camden with all the usual preoccupations of young coves from Camden, or anywhere else for that matter. More recently though, it appears as though I may have mellowed a bit, and London’s past has stepped out from the shadows to claim a share of the limelight. For evidence of this unexpected turn of events, I refer you to Madness’s latest musical offering - an album called The Liberty of Norton Folgate.

The first time I encountered those words they instinctively  sounded to me like a great title, something Syd Barrett might have come up with in his psychedelic pomp. It happened a couple of years back, while me and the rest of the band - all miraculously still on speaking terms after 30 plus years together - were kicking around the idea of a concept album about London, despite the observation of my esteemed colleague, a certain C. J. Foreman, who enquired as to what the f êêk we thought the majority of the songs that make up our enormous canon of work are about if they aren’t about London anyway. What excited me about this project though was the thought of writing a song about a street or an area in its historical context: not just a song about now, but from then until now. An X-ray snapshot, going down through the surface of today’s city streets, peeling back the layers of grime and history, shrapnel and shoes, broken pots and broken dreams.

Strange that inspiration should strike when I found myself browsing in a second-hand bookshop in Whitstable, on a weekend getaway from it all down on the south coast. I spotted those words - The Liberty of Norton Folgate - in a book called  This Bright Field, written by a chap called William Taylor and published in 2000. I flicked through its pages after being grabbed by the picture on its cover, which showed a Max Wall-type character, with arms outstretched, singing at the moon in a way only those who’ve had one too many do. It also had a pleasingly intriguing byline which read ‘a travel book in one place’.

It’s the tale of a trainee vicar who was sent to Shoreditch by the Bishop of Oxford, who suggested it might be a good  place to do a little ‘exploring’, in order to test his vocation. He ended up living and working there for seven years and went on to become the chaplain to the Guildhall University, so the test was obviously passed.

While Taylor was discovering his ultimate vocation, he also set about discovering the lives and history of the people and the area around Spitalfields. He got a job in the fruit and veg market and was there when it closed down. He also worked behind the bar of the Jack the Ripper pub, which is now the Ten Bells (and well worth a visit, by the way). All in all, it’s a charming book and full of great anecdotes, local culture and dialogue, written by a middle-class man struggling to understand the alien culture of the working classes in their rawest form, almost like an eighteenth-century explorer going up the Amazon and discovering the locals. It’s also a great first-hand historical record of an incredibly ancient part of London going through enormous change.

But Spitalfields has always been a place of great change. Standing just outside the walls of the old City of London, it was originally a rubbish tip. As the centuries passed, it became a point of entry for newcomers fresh off the boats at the docks in Shadwell or Limehouse Basin and hoping to get a foothold in the city proper. Eventually the area became an unofficial town, independent of the conventions of the city: a place where anything and everything was allowed and where notables and worthies from elsewhere in the capital would slip to quietly of an evening to conduct their own nefarious activities.

Even after the walls came down and generations of immigrants made new lives for themselves in the ever-expanding city, a small area of Spitalfields remained a liberty, outside the normal restrictions and laws of the rest of London. Built up as a collection of courts and alleyways off Bishopsgate, a few strides east of the modern-day Liverpool Street Station, the Liberty of Norton Folgate in the 1700s had its own school, church, hospital and almshouses for destitute silk weavers, which are depicted on the back wall of the Ten Bells pub. It even had a daily rubbish collection, which is more than can be said of Camden today! Utterly self-contained and well run by a group of trustees, it also became a refuge for actors, writers, thinkers, louts, lowlifes and libertines - outsiders and troublemakers all. Sounds like our kind of place, does it not?

Being close to the docks and libertarian in its attitude to new arrivals, every race and creed has been through here at one time or another. And some of them settled in Brick Lane: the Huguenot silk weavers exiled from France came with their needles and thread; then came the Jewish settlers, yet more stitches in time; they were then replaced by the Bangladeshis, who kept those sewing machines turning with their leatherwear. A perfect example of London’s strange social continuum as an area passes hands again and again down through the ages.

Here are a few words from the song ‘The Liberty of Norton Folgate’.

Whether one calls it Spitalfields, Whitechapel, Tower Hamlets or Banglatown,

We’re all dancing in the moonlight, we’re all on borrowed ground.

Oh, I’m just walking down to, I’m just floating down through,

Won’t you come with me to the Liberty of Norton Folgate?

’Cause you’re a part of everything you see, yes you’re a part of everything you see.



Strangely, no sooner had we put our song-writing pens down than the phone started ringing. Over the course of a couple of days in the spring of 2008 we had just about every news outlet in London on the line asking why we’d written a song about the campaign to save Folgate Street. I didn’t know what they were talking about at first - what campaign? Then I discovered that there was a controversial plan cooked up by architect Norman Foster to build a huge skyscraper on the site and everyone assumed that we had joined the fight against it by penning a protest song to rouse the rabble.

It had never been our intention to get involved in the fight, but in the end we couldn’t really help it. Having just discovered more about the fabulous history of this little slice of the city, it seemed churlish to let it disappear for good so soon after I’d made its acquaintance. For us it wasn’t a battle against development necessarily, more a case of trying to protect one of the last best bits of familiar old London - shabby most  definitely, but soulful too, and far too precious to be buried under 50 storeys of concrete, regardless of whether or not it was to have a waterfall on the top.

As it turns out, the battle to save Folgate Street was successful, although I don’t think our song can claim credit for the victory. Rather marvellously, in the process of preparing their case for opposing the building, someone dug up a set of ancient documents which suggested that Norton Folgate may still have rights to act as an independent state. It was like Passport to Pimlico, twenty-first-century style. If you’re ever walking east down Bishopsgate towards Shoreditch High Street and take a turn to the right just before you reach Commercial Road, you’ll still find Folgate Street in all its Edwardian glory. I urge you to do it sometime soon, because next time the builders come to call it may not be so lucky.

In many ways this book is an extension of that Folgate Street song - my attempt to piece together the story of some other special London places, and discover what the modern-day city can reveal about the past. But it’s not only the fabric of the city that I’ll be exploring, it’s also the tales of the people who’ve helped build and preserve it. As I’ve come to realise over the years, it’s often the same story with flesh and blood as it is with bricks and mortar: it’s all too easy to take them for granted until you wake up one day and find out they’re gone.




The Last Rag-and-Bone Man 

I have lived in north London on and off for most of my life. It’s an area rich in street characters of all sorts, but one gentleman in particular provided one of the finest sights for about as long as I can remember: the huge silhouette of Alf Masterson, the rag-and-bone man, coming up over one of Highgate’s hills, pushing his handcart, loaded up with everything from trombones to globes and bits of furniture of every shape and size. His Jack Russell, Lucky, up front, snout forward, sniffing the air, like a miniature figurehead on the prow of Alf’s creaking and clanking ship of the road, riding the high seas of north London in search of booty. And even without sails he could shift; take your eye off him for a second and he was gone, over the hill and far away, leaving just the echoes of his handbell and his strange, timeless cry. Whooah ooha! The words that were once hidden in this indecipherable call have long since been lost in the generations, but the cry remained as much part of Alf as his cart and his faithful dog.

Alf’s various rounds brought him down my street every Tuesday morning at 9 a.m. on the dot, whooahing and ring-a-dinging. And if you wanted to know anything that was going on in the area, he was your man. He spent every day trudging these streets, come rain or shine, and could tell you everything from forthcoming council parking plans to the dodgy dealings of just about everyone in the borough. For all the disparate people hanging about at home all day - the old, young mums, out of work actors, the unemployed, the mad, me - he was like a beam of sunshine coming down the road and he treated  everybody exactly the same. He was always up for a chat, with one eye over your shoulder to see what might be lurking in your hallway. He permanently had a cigar on the go and if he was in the mood he’d offer you one too, though they were normally reserved for people who had given him something substantial. I once gave him a decent piece, an oak chest of drawers, and I would always get an extra ring of his bell when he passed by my front door. But it would never be long before his feet would be itching and he’d be off up the road.

Once my nephew, Jerome, and a few of his pals from school were discussing possible projects for their film club and I suggested that Alf doing his round might make an interesting subject. We met at Alf’s place in Kentish Town one crisp February morning, as arranged. The teacher in charge of the club wasn’t able to make it, so I stood in to supervise. Alf was very obliging, which was lucky since the camera equipment was quite new to the boys and I didn’t have a clue. It took a little time to set up and Alf had finished unchaining his barrow from the lamppost and was starting to get a bit fidgety. Lucky was starting to whine. Apart from race days at Ascot - Alf was a great horse-racing fan - this daily routine had been the same for years. Now he was starting to wonder what treasures he was being held back from discovering and Lucky couldn’t understand why the sights and smells of the back streets of north London were not flying past his nostrils yet.

Finally the film crew were ready. We’d set up at the end of his road and on the shout of ‘Action!’ he was off. The boys got  a lovely shot of him coming down the hill chugging on a cigar butt, brown fedora on the back of his head, the metal-rimmed wheels of the barrow rattling and rolling round the corner into Kentish Town Road. Beautiful, they were off to a flyer. Jerome picked up the camera on its tripod and we jogged round to the main road to see where Alf had headed. Well, he hadn’t gone left to Camden Town, so he must have turned right heading for Highgate. We set off in hot pursuit but soon realised he hadn’t gone that way either. We looked left and right again, he was nowhere to be seen. He’d simply vanished. We hadn’t anticipated how fast he could go, but Alf later told me that he reckoned to cover 15 miles or more on a good day. And up some pretty steep hills too. No mean feat pushing that lumbering cart.

Sadly, Alf passed away in 2007. I heard the news from a reporter at the Camden New Journal who’d done a piece on him. It was a big shock, because Alf always seemed indestructible to me, an ox of a man and a constant in an ever-changing world.

When I got home that evening from rehearsing with Madness for a gig at Ascot racecourse at the weekend I found a box of cigars and this note on my doorstep.

 

Hi Graham (aka Suggs),I am sorry that we have all lost Alf. I know you have a lot on. My dad had some dreams in his last weeks. He loved Ascot; this will be the first Ascot race meeting that he will not attend in 43 years. This year Ascot is on his birthday,  11 August, and there is a race meeting that day. One of his wishes was that his best friend and I go to the race meeting that day. My dad had a dream that he and myself called to see you. In the dream he said to you, ‘Hi, play me a song, I am not well.’ I had to tell him it was just a dream. He said I was to give you a box of cigars that he had kept for you, if he did not get a chance to call and see you. Could you please play him a song that night at Ascot? My dad would have loved that. One for the rag-and-bone man. Thanks so much.

Lots of love,

Damian, Alf’s son





I did sing him a song that night and even added a bit of ‘wooah ooah!’ for good measure. Before he died I had the chance to ask Alf what it was he had been shouting for 40-odd years as he came down the road ringing his bell. He thought for a moment and said, ‘D’you know what? I haven’t got a clue.’ Now that Alf has gone, there’s no one else left who could answer the question. He was greatly loved and is sorely missed. He did as much, if not more, for the community as anyone paid by the council. Alf, the last of that noble London breed, the rag-and-bone man.

So this book is also a celebration of the people like Alf who are just as much a part of the fabric of London as its streets and buildings.

You can’t stop the clock of progress, or travel back in time - and nor would I want to. I love this city as it is today, and I can’t  wait to find out what it’ll be like tomorrow. But sometimes it’s good to stop for a breather and take the time to celebrate the best bits of the past before they head off over the hill like Alf and his cart, a last ring of the bell swallowed up by the sound of the traffic.
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