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Preface

The research for this book was done from the end of 2018 to spring 2020. This was a period in which Brexit loomed large and then, at the end, the outbreak of coronavirus changed the lives of us all. At the time we stopped interviewing, it was too early to tell the effects on those on the street, but the plight of those already disadvantaged by having no sick pay, those whose pay stopped if they stopped, was becoming clear. And, in common with others in the retail trade, traders were suffering from a drop-off in custom. People were staying at home and buying online. And as for working from home – that simply wasn’t possible for most of the people we interviewed. One woman said: ‘As a door-to-door interviewer that really isn’t an option, so I have no idea how I will live over the next few months. I don’t think I qualify for sick pay, my firm have shown no leadership or transparency in how they are going to treat staff. I’m deeply worried.’

As we go to press in February 2021, we are in a third lockdown, and it is hard to know how things will be when we emerge. Except for increased numbers of delivery cyclists, the streets are almost empty. Some well-established markets have been able to remain open, but most businesses inside and out have closed their doors. Akim, the coffee seller, has disappeared, as has the stall outside Goodge Street station. It is unlikely that either will return. There are few people to buy the Big Issue, or ‘give a little change’ to buskers or those desperate enough to continue begging. Some of those sleeping on the streets were moved into hotels and emergency accommodation by the well-publicised ‘Everyone In’ operation during the first lockdown, but that has not been repeated, and the laying off of staff by cafés adn shops has led to a large influx of newly homeless people.

But during this period, as we learn that it is safer to be outside than in, as we are encouraged to spend time out of doors, so the outside life of London has come into its own: the cafés with outside seating and, above all, the parks, where Londoners exercise, spend more of their time alone and, when permitted, in socially distanced meetings with friends. As one woman said to me, ‘It’s the only thing that keeps me sane.’

In the 1980s I was a literary agent, and was selling the translation rights to an oral history of China – a hundred interviews with ‘ordinary’ Chinese people. It was a portrait of a country opening up to the outside world, but by the time the paperback version came out in the UK, the events of Tiananmen had stamped on those new freedoms. In January 2021, even the BT Tower was broadcasting ‘Stay Home. Protect the NHS. Save Lives’. I hope that by the time this book comes out, it will not be telling the tale of a London that has gone into history.

Another way of looking at it is that the pandemic has brought into focus the very subject of this book. The crisis has exposed the vulnerabilities and inequalities that are embedded in our society, but usually hidden from public view.

Whatever the situation, however individual lives might change, the picture of London revealed by these rarely heard voices is one that will endure. It is a reminder of our common humanity and the invaluable contribution of those who have least and are often invisible.




Introduction


Let me take you by the hand and lead you
through the streets of London



London has been described as the world in one city. In some dark tunnels leading out of Waterloo station on the South Bank is an extraordinary series of mosaics portraying just that idea. David Tootill, the project director of Southbank Mosaic, which created it, wrote: ‘Mosaic is a metaphor for bringing together all the peoples, tribes, creeds, cultures, colours, clans, faiths and freedoms to make a brilliant whole.’

There have been other points of view. David Copperfield considered London to be ‘fuller of wonders and wickedness than all the cities of the earth’. In January 2020, the Sutton Trust released a report, based on research from the London School of Economics, describing London as ‘the epicentre of the elites . . . London is essentially off-limits to ambitious people from poorer backgrounds who grow up outside the capital.’ This, it says, is exacerbated by practices such as unpaid internships, which are available only to those who can afford to live and work in London without earning. The paradox of a great, vibrant and diverse city riven with inequalities is the context of this book.

Its inspiration is an extraordinary work of investigative journalism from the nineteenth century. Henry Mayhew’s ground-breaking study, London Labour and the London Poor, was published first in weekly instalments in the Morning Chronicle from December 1850 to February 1852, and then in volume form: volumes one to three in 1861 and volume four a year later. The total came to some 2000 pages, nearly two million words.

Mayhew interviewed hundreds of people who lived or worked on the streets of London, from market traders and entertainers to thieves and beggars, uncovering a city of stark inequality and precarious lives. These detailed and intimate stories, in turn moving, funny and inspiring, are rendered with a sympathy and immediacy that makes London Labour and the London Poor a literary work that can stand alongside the best of Victorian fiction.

Mayhew was born in the same year as Charles Dickens, and is widely regarded as an influence on him, the two writers covering similar ground and each revealing a similar passion for social justice. And recognising that, as Judith Flanders says in her book The Victorian City:




These streets that Dickens drew on . . . were a hive of activity, a route for commuters, a passage from home to work and from work to home. But they were also a place of work itself, as well as one of leisure and amusement. The streets had purpose to them; they were a destination as well as a means of reaching a destination.



A climate change protester living on the streets today said: ‘It’s perfectly normal to work on the streets. There are people digging the road, people who have stalls, charities raising money on the street. The street in my opinion is no more dangerous than anywhere else.’

Superficially, the streets of London in 1861 and in 2020 may seem entirely different places. Tower blocks have appeared; older houses have been refurbished or have disappeared. Gone are the horses and their manure; the advent of the internal combustion engine has transformed the streets into thoroughfares where the automobile holds sway. For those working on the streets, much has changed too. Many tasks such as refuse collection and street cleaning now fall under the aegis of local councils; dustmen are no longer men collecting coal dust from houses to sell on, but refuse collectors employed by the council. Bus companies employ bus drivers; some markets are run by larger collectives. For those sleeping in the streets, things have changed too – notably because of the introduction of the National Health Service, and of the benefit system which has provided a safety net for some of those on low incomes.

But under the surface the similarities are striking and, in many cases, shocking. This book explores the changes and continuities by collecting and mapping stories from today’s London, finding startling similarities in the work carried out on the streets, even if in some cases the terminology and the moral perspective have changed. Beggars, street entertainers, stalls selling food, clothes or second-hand goods, thieves and the sex trade still hold sway. The rise of the gig economy has brought a multitude of drivers and cyclists, delivering and moving goods, transporting meals and people, all organised through smartphones but using the same streets as Mayhew’s informants. The precarious existence faced by this new workforce would be familiar to the street-sellers of Mayhew’s day.

In the preface to Volume I of his great work, Mayhew said, ‘My earnest wish is that the book may serve to give the rich a more intimate knowledge of the sufferings, and the frequent heroism under those sufferings, of the poor. The condition of a class of people whose misery, ignorance and vice, amidst all the immense wealth and great knowledge of the first city in the world is, to say the least, a national disgrace to us.’

What is exceptional about Mayhew’s approach is that he put his interviewees centre stage. People normally ignored or even unseen are given a voice. Like Mayhew, I’ve tried to reveal the person behind the uniform or the anonymous role: cleaner, doorman, delivery man. People who are so close to us – and too often beneath our notice.

Although starting from the standpoint of the categories in Mayhew’s book, I have not followed the same structure.

Method of working

London Labour and the London Poor is famous for its poignant stories: of the Returned Convict and the Watercress Girl. Let Me Take You by the Hand also has powerful and poignant stories to tell, but I struggle to categorise individuals in terms of the job that they do – because they often do more than one, and as people they are so much more than their work. Categorisation can too easily become the source of our prejudices. So, on the whole, the categories I use are broader and the people have their unique and complex stories.

Some interviewees welcomed the chance to talk about their lives. Some found telling their stories, often for the first time, helpful. Friends have asked how I knew if they were telling the truth. The answer is, I didn’t. But like the rest of us, they have found ways of telling their stories that they can live with.

Not all the interviews were carried out by me: I needed the experience and expertise of my colleagues, Mat and Alastair. Most interviews were recorded. For those that were not, it was either because people didn’t want to be recorded, or because the conversation came from a more informal chat, with notes taken at the time or immediately afterwards. Interviewees each signed a consent form. Many names have been changed.

Given the number of nationalities we knew we would be working with, our intention was to work with interpreters. In the event, it proved not to be practicable. We never knew what language someone would speak, or whether they would be found in the same spot when we visited again. We had to make do with a combination of English, a smattering of other languages, and sign language.

Where?

This book focuses on the London known by Mayhew. That is largely what we now regard as inner London, namely the boroughs of Camden, City of London, Hackney, Hammersmith & Fulham, Islington, Kensington & Chelsea, Lambeth, Southwark, Tower Hamlets, Wandsworth and Westminster. In this way it is possible to make some interesting, if not absolute, comparisons between the city then and now.

[image: illustration]

Who?

It was important to present a balance of gender, ethnicity and age as well as giving a fair portrait of the diversity of activities. Without making any effort, I find we have interviewed people from some twenty-five nationalities. I decided not to interview people working for large organisations such as the NHS, Transport for London, the Royal Mail, or the police. Although many of their workers may not be well off, most of these organisations are already paying the National Living Wage and conforming to statutory conditions of work. We could not class their employees as living ‘on the edge’.

The nature of our interviewees was that they were hard to pin down. Many led erratic lives and might not be able to stick to an appointment. So it took perseverance. On the whole, it was easiest to interview those who had, as one put it, their own spot: independent or solitary traders, and homeless people.

To some extent, the interviewees were self-selecting: people who were willing to be interviewed either because the money offered was an overwhelming attraction, or because sharing their story was in itself a pleasure, a chance to talk to someone. The most difficult were those whose work is peripatetic: for instance delivery drivers, and those working under the radar, without a licence, or leading a life of illegality. Even with the promise of anonymity, such people were suspicious of anyone who might reveal or report their activities to the authorities.

No, thanks

Many, of course, refused to be interviewed. People have different reasons for keeping quiet, and find different ways to avoid being interviewed. Some politely said ‘No’, or ‘I’m not interested’. And some, especially those on the wrong side of the law, although willing enough to speak, were unwilling to be recorded, even with an offer of anonymity. One man, a market trader for many years, poured out stories with alacrity but when I started to read out the consent form – he is illiterate – alarm bells sounded and he backed off. Mention of ‘personal details’ had him running for cover and, despite the offer of anonymity, he refused a formal interview.

A man giving away Time Out magazine outside Holborn tube twice gave me the same exact time to turn up to interview him, and on both occasions he had gone (although I had seen him half an hour before). It was hard to escape the feeling that he deliberately gave me a time when he knew he would be finished. A peanut seller vehemently – fearfully? – refused, and practically ran away, and a young motorcycle driver for a pizza company, who was probably in his late teens or early twenties, with limited and accented English, was parking his bike when I politely enquired whether he was self-employed. ‘No,’ he said, seemingly terrified, ‘no, no, I’m not self-employed,’ and fled.

And the reasons for the fear? Sometimes people mistook me for someone in authority, or prepared to report them for some infringement. I learned later from a flower seller that the peanut seller did not have the necessary licence; others might be working while on benefits or with no right to remain. Supposition in these cases, but they are real enough reasons. Some people simply didn’t want to talk, which was their prerogative; others – civil enforcement officers (CEOs, previously called traffic wardens), some security guards and a couple of street sweepers told us that they were forbidden to give interviews. Which was enough to raise questions about whether some hidden exploitation was taking place.

[image: illustration]

An old man with sparse hair and rheumy eyes, pushing along a supermarket trolley that held his possessions, including several newspapers, near Great Portland Street station one day, near Mortimer Street the next, courteously declined to be interviewed. We must keep them in mind, these private and silent souls, who hide away from outreach and the rest, and retain stories that are not for sharing.

*

It is important to stress that not all the voices are negative. Far from it. I was struck, and touched, by how few people complained. People who are struggling to make enough to live on, who sleep on the pavement or who get up at 2 a.m. to travel into London to work, show extraordinary resilience and positivity. Yes, there are desperate, heart-breaking voices, but that’s not the whole story.

The interest in an interview is not always in the personal story of the person being interviewed, but on the light it sheds on life on the streets around them. Like Mayhew, I am not giving answers, just an ear, with an invitation to let go of our preconceptions, not least about what we consider lousy jobs and our assumptions that those doing them must be unhappy.

Reasons for being on the street are varied and individual, and constitute one of the major subjects of this exploration. As Mayhew says, ‘Among the street-folk there are many distinct characters of people – people differing as widely from each in tastes, habits, thoughts and creed, as one nation from another.’ He talks of some ‘unable to find employment in their own trade’ and it is true that the life of people on the streets is often about a contrast with a previous existence – they may have fallen from stability to precarity or run away from abuse and danger; or they may have given up a stable life for a greater expression of their true selves.

References in the text to Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor come from the full Gutenberg text online, unless otherwise noted, in which case they are from abridged versions, published by Penguin or Oxford University Press (details in references at the end of the book).




I

The World Outside




1

The changing city


By the last census return [1841] the metropolis covered an extent of nearly 45,000 acres, and contained upwards of two hundred and sixty thousand houses, occupied by one million eight hundred and twenty thousand souls, constituting not only the densest, but the busiest hive, the most wondrous workshop, and the richest bank in the world. A strange incongruous chaos of wealth and want – of ambition and despair – of the brightest charity and the darkest crime, where there is more feasting and more starvation, than on any other spot on earth.



In the nineteenth century, London was one major construction site. Apart from the continuing work needed for the repair and updating of utilities – laying gas mains, renewing sewers, changing water pipes from wood to iron – there was the building of the first underground lines and the creation of hundreds of new streets. During the building of Holborn Viaduct, Holborn was for three years reduced to one lane of traffic. The Daily News reported, ‘The remainder of the roadway is . . . a place given up to contractors, diggers, and builders, to navvies and bricklayers, to carts and wheelbarrows, to piles of materials for masonry, and huge frames of timber.’

Contemporary Londoners will be familiar with this picture. Crossrail, the east–west trainline from Reading to Shenfield, running through central London, is currently the biggest railway infrastructure project in Europe. It began construction in May 2009. After many delays, it is hoped that the central portion of the Elizabeth Line, as it is now called, will open in 2021. That is over ten years of disruptive works around the centre of the city. At the time of writing, the disruption is compounded by the West End Project, which includes turning the north–south highways of Gower Street and Tottenham Court Road into two-way roads. Like many major cities, London is in a constant state of transition.

In 2020 the closure alternately of the southbound and northbound routes on Regent Street caused yet another diversion for buses, taking long-suffering drivers and less patient passengers on very circuitous routes. On one of these diverted (but not diverting) journeys, I commiserated with the bus driver.

‘I don’t know how you cope.’

‘I don’t know how I’m still alive. They get one lot to dig up the road, then the gas, electricity, fibre broadband people or whoever come and do their bit, and then they have to wait for the hole fillers-in. And then they dig it up all over again.’

The surrounding roads are jammed by frustrated drivers. Pedestrians contend with long, uneven and changing walkways, caged in metal netting to keep them from the ongoing roadworks. An obstacle race that is hard for any pedestrian, let alone someone whose sight or other faculties are impaired.

On a smaller, but still significant scale, the demolition and refurbishment of buildings are adding to the changing face of the city and disruption to residents’ lives. History is ever-present in such work. One man, working on the refurbishment of a nineteenth-century pub, complained that all the floors and walls in the building were tilting. He pointed over the road and said, ‘There was bomb damage there.’

Development provides a big opportunity for work. Mayhew estimated that there were 80,000 construction workers in London. By the 1860s more than 10 per cent of the city’s adult male population was employed in the building trade. Today, too, the streets are full of those working in construction. According to a parliamentary briefing paper in December 2019, there are 346,000 construction industry jobs in London.

The larger contractors generally promote environmental policies and have active corporate social responsibility programmes. Pay varies considerably. At the high end, skilled labourers typically earn from £120 to £150 per day. The unskilled workforce consists almost exclusively of foreign labour; in 2018, 28 per cent of workers in the industry were from EU countries and 7 per cent were non-EU nationals. The pay for unskilled labour ranges from the National Minimum Wage (as of April 2020, £8.72 per hour for those aged twenty-five and over) to the London Living Wage (£10.75); the workers are provided with reasonable welfare facilities on site, including subsidised canteens. They are expected to work hard and are often hired through umbrella companies, which means that, while they have basic employment rights, they have no job security or guaranteed employment. But, for most of these workers, the pay is still significantly higher than anything they can get in their home countries.

Apart from the big companies, the sector includes an unusually high number of ‘unregistered’ businesses, typically self-employed contractors. As a result, it’s difficult to get accurate figures for average weekly earnings in the industry. It is also hard to know whether there will be enough workers from these sources once the post-Brexit changes to migration are in force.

It seems that there are plenty of casual labouring jobs around. Andrew is a tall, young, lightly bearded man from a close-knit London family. He lives with his mum in a central London basement flat. We met in his family’s pub, where he was doing a double shift to make up for time when a bad back prevented him from working, and he needed to stay behind the bar.

‘I’m twenty-seven years old. Lived in London my entire life. I worked in a range of places from a huge council estate in Wapping to houses worth several million pounds in um just near Great Ormond Street.’ When asked how he got the work, he said, ‘Word of mouth, people in the pub, friends. Found out they were . . . one bloke, you would never have thought he was a painter-decorator from the way he dresses. He dresses very smart, and I’ve worked for him several times; family friends have got work.

‘Yeah, I enjoy it. Not in the winter, when you’re getting up and it’s dark and you come home from work and it’s dark. In the summer it’s good, and you’re working outdoors and the weather’s nice. But it’s not something I really want to make a career of.

‘Hired by the day. Pay depends on the job. Just casual labour, but as I’ve been doin’ it for several years now, I’m probably more . . . I mean I can paint. I’ve been left on jobs before just to do the painting, so obviously it’s dependent on what I’m doing.’

‘How easy is it to get casual work?’

He pauses to think.

‘Um, I’d say it was easy enough. Like, you’ve just got to look at London. There’s building work taking place all over the shop, and I’m quite fortunate in the people I’ve worked for are a) good to work for and b) always pay – there’s never a hassle about getting paid.

‘I mean I’m lucky in that I don’t have to find it, but I can’t imagine it would be hard, because you’ve just got to look all over London, and there’s nothing but builders. Round here, everywhere you look there’s builders, building sites, so I think it’s just a case of . . . it’s easy enough ter . . . there’s work out there. Whether or not you’ll be doing something you enjoy, maybe it’s not something you want to do.’

He said no qualifications were needed. ‘That depends on what you’re doing, doesn’t it? Look, let’s be honest, people on a site doing menial jobs probably don’t have many qualifications. I can’t imagine if they were Cambridge or Oxford they’d be doing something like that.’

And the people he worked with came from various places. ‘Depends on the firm. One firm I did work for, all the people working there were British, whereas some firms obviously employ more Eastern Europeans. I can’t say what they get paid, they may think they can pay them less, but I can’t comment, I don’t know anything about that. My experience is that all the people I’ve worked with have been British, but I’d say I’d be more of a rare case. I mean when you’re walking past, you hear the accents, and they’re very seldom British.’

A man who has worked in the construction industry for many years told me that ‘jobbing builders will either have a regular crew who are paid often in cash, or they spot hire them on street corners for a day’s work. These guys work hard in generally poor conditions without much H&S provision but it does provide an income for people who otherwise would find it difficult to work.’ A friend whose father was a builder said it had always been like that – men wandering from site to site in search of work. Nowadays, with all sorts of health and safety and insurance requirements, she said, it’s not the same.

Robert, from Hungary and currently homeless, struck lucky.

‘When I was first here, on Seven Sisters Road there is a B&Q and in front of that there are a lot of foreigners waiting for jobs, some people come and pick them up, for day jobs. You need to be there in the morning. You can find some good ones. Painting. I usually got nice jobs, inside jobs like this guy was doing a house and he asked me to come in and you know the frame? With the sandpaper I just had to make it smooth, ready to paint. I done it, he checked it, he said, “Can you paint?” So I did. He said to me first of all it was just for one day, £50. I painted it and he liked it and he actually gave me two weeks’ job. So it was quite good. Of course, when you have no money you’ll take anything, but I was lucky.’

It’s perhaps not surprising that so much work in this area is advertised by word of mouth. It can be hard to find people who are reliable, reasonable and good at their work, so it is important to employ someone who comes recommended.

Even in more established jobs, it seems that word of mouth can do the trick: I came across Stefan, a short, broad, dark-haired man, sitting on a digging machine in the middle of the building site that is the West End Project, staring into space. He works for highway maintenance, which in Westminster is contracted out to Eurovia Contracting, and he lives in north London. When I explained about the book, he got out of his cab and we chatted through the netting that divided the building site from the temporary walkway for pedestrians. He talked fluently about his life and work, without any prompting from me.

‘I am not English. I’m from Romania. I come eleven years ago. London better for jobs, and way of life. Before I come I imagine London like you see on TV – all those tall buildings.’ He gestured around him. ‘A friend from my country was working like this and asked if I was interested. I thought I would just come for a few months, make some money and go back. That was in January. In April I asked my girlfriend, now my wife, if she’d like to come. She did and got work as a cleaner for good money. We buy a house in our country and then the kids come, and we ask ourselves shall we stay here or go back? We think here – a better future for our children.

‘This is a mini digger. Can lift up to ten tons. If you want to lift more, you need a bigger digger. Yes, training course for this, different course for bigger digger. Yes, we work together, we are colleagues. We are a team of three. I am in charge. If the supervisor wants something, he asks me. But I am not better than them. If they ask me to do something, I do it.

‘We work eight to four, with two breaks. Not like an office. You are free – I can walk around, talk to people, take a break. When we work in Oxford Street, all those shops, they needed their entrances’ – he makes a sign with his hands of a very narrow entrance – ‘We talk to them.’ He shakes his head. It had obviously been a difficult negotiation.

Fred and Bill

It was 10 a.m. on a mild January day. The pair of builders were sitting in paint-splattered dungarees, enjoying a break and a cigarette at an outside café table behind Tottenham Court Road. I didn’t ask their names, but I will call them Bill and Fred. Fred was perhaps in his forties; Bill was younger, maybe late thirties, with tattoos running all over his neck up to his chin.

[image: illustration]

I explained the concept of the book.

Fred: ‘We don’t work outside.’

Bill: ‘Too cold.’

Fred: ‘Painting, yes, and . . . ’ he nods towards some buildings over the road ‘office refurbs.’

‘Is it your own company?’

Bill: ‘No, wish it was.’

‘What’s it like?’

Fred: ‘Boring. Very boring.’

‘What would you like to do?’

Fred: ‘If I knew that, I’d be doing it.’

‘Why did you go into it?’

Fred: ‘Me dad was a painter.’

Bill: ‘To pay the bills, same as everyone.’

‘Does it?’

Bill: ‘Just about.’

‘How are you paid? Monthly, weekly, by the job?’

Bill: ‘Weekly.’

‘Do you have guaranteed work?’

Bill: ‘No, we’re self-employed. If we don’t work we don’t get paid.’

‘And if you’re sick?’

Both together: ‘We don’t get paid.’

Bill: ‘No holiday pay.’

‘Unions?’

Fred: ‘No, there used to be, but we don’t hear about them these days.’

Noise

Mayhew wrote of the noise of the city, ‘the riot and tumult of the traffic of London at once stun and terrify’. With most road surfaces being cobbles or tarmacadam, the din from rattling carriages and omnibuses and horses’ hooves must have been terrible. Combined with the construction work, the chattering crowds and the piercing cries of competing street traders – what Mayhew’s later work The Great World of London called ‘the riot, the struggle, and the scramble for a living’ – the cacophony can only be imagined.

Modern London is rarely quiet either. Along the busier roads, there is the sound of moving traffic, of impatient horns as the traffic grinds to a halt, of the sirens of emergency services, and, hovering above with insistent noise, the occasional helicopter keeping an eye on possible disturbances. Alarms go off in houses and cars. Music systems blast out from loudspeakers in cars and vans as drivers sit and wait, scrolling through their phones. And, increasingly, delivery cyclists accompany their journeys with music for the rest of us to hear. Meanwhile, the seemingly constant construction work and digging up of our roads provides not only dust and disruption but the noise of drills, of thumpers, of hammering on metal.

But side roads can be surprisingly quiet and the West End Project is apparently to include noise reduction barriers in its new paving. Maybe someone is paying attention.

Neighbourhoods

Walking along Old Compton Street, the heart of Soho, though it is still a bustling place, and there are still individual shops selling everything from lengths of material to timber, it is easy to see the changes. Yes, down a little passage are a couple of massage parlours and a sex shop, reminders of a different era, but it’s a faint memory of what in my childhood was considered a ‘naughty’ place. Bustling traffic, lorries unloading beer barrels outside a gay bar. Cyclists, people drinking coffee or eating breakfast outside cafés or pubs, in the narrow streets. One building covered from top to bottom in a Pride poster, a remnant of the huge march a few weeks ago. One beggar accosting me for ‘a little change’. Two homeless men: one, topless, sleeping on the pavement; one, in a poignant contrast, outside the elegant Patisserie Valerie.

A few hundred yards from Soho, across Charing Cross Road, is the rather nondescript area of Seven Dials. Mayhew quotes Dickens’s description:


The stranger who finds himself in ‘The Dials’ for the first time, and stands, Belzoni-like, at the entrance of seven obscure passages, uncertain which to take, will see enough around him to keep his curiosity and attention awake for no inconsiderable time. From the irregular square into which he has plunged, the streets and courts dart in all directions, until they are lost in the unwholesome vapour which hangs over the house-tops, and renders the dirty perspective uncertain and confined . . . The peculiar character of these streets, and the close resemblance each one bears to its neighbour, by no means tends to decrease the bewilderment in which the unexperienced wayfarer through ‘the Dials’ finds himself involved. He traverses streets of dirty, straggling houses, with now and then an unexpected court, composed of buildings as ill-proportioned and deformed as the half-naked children that wallow in the kennels.



Seven Dials is a very different place now. These days it’s just a road junction, a roundabout for traffic, in a sought-after residential area. There are also a few stalls. On a hot Tuesday morning in July, there were only three, just setting up at 10 a.m.: one selling shirts, another scarves and hats, and the third a variety of stickers and badges. This is tourist land, on the edge of Shaftesbury Avenue, and round the corner from the Palace Theatre at Cambridge Circus where clumps of tourists in shorts are taking photos of the frontage advertising Harry Potter.

Other parts of London have undergone similar changes. When I was growing up, Notting Hill, now an extremely affluent area, was almost a slum, with a mainly Afro-Caribbean population in houses of multiple occupancy, the centre of the notorious exploitative activities of landlord Peter Rachman. Camden Town, now very fashionable, was decidedly scruffy. My father used to take me to Parkway once a month or so, to visit the stamp shop and the pet shop (which was still there until recently), and to buy fish and chips.

The East End too has changed a lot over the centuries as different groups of migrants have come and gone, from the Huguenots in the seventeenth century onwards. Much of the area around Spitalfields and Bishopsgate was still very run down in the 1980s: a wasteland of bombsites and derelict buildings, the result of the sustained bombing of the East End during the Second World War. The war photographer Don McCullin documented some of the homeless people and meths drinkers who lived there in squats and derelict basements.

In the 1980s Shoreditch began attracting younger squatters on the dole, up-and-coming artists and a more upwardly mobile set. It was cheap and there were plentiful spaces like warehouses and workshops to squat or rent. With the growing wealth of the City and escalating property prices in the early 1990s, Bishopsgate saw a huge redevelopment. The Bangla town restaurants of Brick Lane started to become known for cheap and authentic curries, and gradually the East End began its transformation. Shoreditch became clubbing central in the early 1990s, with its mixed working- and middle-class and multiracial community on the edge of the City. And some things, like the twenty-four-hour Bagel Bakery, simply haven’t changed.

Peter, a sound engineer who has lived in London since the early 1990s, talked about what he has observed. ‘We were saying how things have changed over the years around Oxford Street and uptown, and one of my friends who many, many years ago was working in the centre of town as a street trader was saying that there used to be tons of street traders. When the IRA bombs started they all got cleared off by the authorities.

‘He met one of the guys who used to walk round Leicester Square. You probably remember him, he used to walk round with big sandwich boards that said “don’t eat eggs or protein, it’ll lead to sin”, it’ll lead to having sex, basically. The tourists used to love him. He had a little pamphlet. Eddie saw him in this café and couldn’t resist saying, “How’s it going, mate?” And he said, “Oh, pretty good, sold like, fifty pamphlets today, that’s two hundred quid.” And it was just a scam, he wasn’t really religious! It was literally his act. There’s lots of people like that. He had a book, and that’s what he made his money on. He printed it and he sold it for like, five quid a pop. The tourists would pay him because they thought he was a genuinely religious nutter and just wanted to interact with him.

‘There’s been rises and changes in the streets. Around Waterloo there used to be the homeless city, the cardboard city, where the IMAX [cinema] is now. There used to be hundreds of people living in . . . and then that all got cleared out, didn’t it? And then we had the economic boom of the nineties. Now we’ve started to see recently, I’ve noticed, ’cause I’m there walking through town every day, I’ve noticed more and more people on the streets.’

In few cities do the population and character of the streets change so quickly as in central London. Architecturally, the historic exists alongside the new, as in the square mile of the City of London, where the massive height of skyscrapers vies with the ancient glory of churches designed by Wren and Hawksmoor. Areas and individual streets go up and down, but the general tendency is to increased affluence and gentrification, as investors realise the potential of valuable real estate.

And the population changes too. Today, as in Mayhew’s day, ‘once an area “improved” . . . its original residents were priced out, and the problem was simply moved elsewhere’. In his era, though, without inexpensive public transport, workers were forced to live within walking distance of ‘their bread’; if labourers were not near their work, they were not in work. Now, too, most of the people working in central London have been priced out, but they are forced to move away and travel in – at considerable expense, both in time and money.
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