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For my parents.

For all my aunties and uncles.

For everyone who came.

Abel and Elliot
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Introduction – London’s global heart

My nose is flattened as I press my face against the cold car window – I want to take in everything we pass. Mum, Dad and I are making our way west, from Croydon, in south London, to Southall. It’s 1973, and I am five years old. Mum has dressed me in a tartan miniskirt with a matching blouse and red, knee-high boots.

Endless streets of almost identical brick houses catch my eye. Some of the front gardens contain bags of rubbish and rusty washing machines. Some of the houses are majestic, Victorian – with Jaguars in the driveways and magnificent oak trees and roses posing stolidly in the gardens. We also pass blocks of council flats towering there like landmarks, with their rows upon rows of small, symmetrical windows; clothes hung out to dry on vinyl washing lines along the balconies. The never-ending chain of shopfronts – a nation of shopkeepers.

It is on these trips that I study London’s geography. We drive past the concrete structure of Croydon’s Noble Lowndes Annuities Tower, its faceted shape reminiscent of a stack of British fifty-pence pieces. We manoeuvre through the suburb of Streatham and alongside charming Clapham Common, on to Battersea Power Station with its iconic chimneys, past Victoria station, Hyde Park Corner and Wellington Arch, the Dorchester Hotel where film stars stay. We crawl around Speakers’ Corner – where activists have campaigned for years – past Marble Arch, before we turn down Bayswater Road, which is all too often thick with tourists and where hundreds of amateur artists display their paintings on Sundays. We continue along Holland Park Road and on to Shepherd’s Bush, past the BBC’s headquarters in White City, and then merge on to the A25 motorway before arriving in Southall.

As I try to remember all the streets and bridges, the landmarks and houses, I’m also looking forward to the next few hours, in which I’ll amble around after my mum as she buys the basic ingredients for an Indian curry. I’m mainly thinking about the highlight of our trip, which always comes in the form of a freshly baked golden naan bread rolled around a shish kebab from the Shahi Nan Kebab snack bar in the middle of the bridge above the railway tracks. Topped with red-hot chilli sauce. We always sat in our orange Vauxhall and devoured the treat. I remember how I would have to dampen the flames with ice-cold Coca-Cola. Once we had eaten, we always felt a little closer to heaven. This was our piece of London.

Of course, we wandered around like wide-eyed tourists, too: we visited Trafalgar Square and chased the pigeons, stood with our mouths agape before Big Ben and Westminster, strolled across Tower Bridge, shopped until we dropped on Oxford Street, sauntered around Hyde Park and through Alexandra Palace, admired the waxworks in Madame Tussauds and were dazzled by the grand illuminated advertising at Piccadilly Circus. Because all this is also London. At the same time, I discovered that another London existed – a city full of people all with unique stories of how they came to the British capital and created a new life for themselves. And in doing so, created London.

In 1948, the British Parliament passed a piece of legislation that would have wide-reaching consequences: the British Nationality Act. In practice, this meant that all citizens of the British Empire – around 800 million people – now had the right to settle and work in Britain.1 The following year, on 26 April 1949, one of the most decisive changes in London’s history took place: the signing of the London Declaration of 1949, which marked the formation of the British Commonwealth of Nations, formerly known as the Commonwealth. Instead of being part of the British Empire, these countries were now member states that would share values and principles,2 with the British Queen as their symbolic figurehead.3 With the close connection this gave Commonwealth citizens to Great Britain – including through their schooling, where they learned more about the British Queen than their own history – the British Isles were transfigured into the motherland. And people came in droves: from India, Jamaica, Pakistan, Uganda and Kenya – and later from Australia, Malaysia, Sierra Leone, Tonga, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, New Zealand, Zambia and Nigeria. When these various groups arrived in London, they settled alongside people of their own nationality, establishing distinct communities all across the city. It isn’t so surprising that these new arrivals found each other, because London’s geography invites such organisation – a mosaic of districts that are almost like villages, in which it is easy to live in one’s own little bubble.4

My family were also British subjects, and my entire life has been bordered by the British zeal for expansion. We were – or you might say we became – Kenyan Asians. My grandparents had moved to India from the young nation of Afghanistan as children. They were offered positions as civil servants in Kenya, which back then was known as British East Africa. Together, they moved with their families to Nairobi, and left before the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947 – an event that would have fundamental consequences for our identity. Our roots were torn up, with all that this entails. My mother was born in Mombasa, and my father in British India – only because his mother was on holiday there and unable to travel back to Kenya because she was so heavily pregnant. When my father was a few months old, he travelled back to Nairobi to be reunited with his family; I was born at the Aga Khan Hospital there. My parents grew up in a multicultural, hierarchical environment – the Kenyans, the natives, were at the bottom of the social ladder; the Indians were somewhere in the middle, while the English ruled at the top. My parents attended British schools in Mombasa, where English was almost spoken as the mother tongue, interspersed with Swahili, Punjabi, Urdu and Pashto. They continued along the family’s established educational path – my father became a doctor, my mother an English teacher. They were happy in Kenya.

One day in January 1970, my parents landed at Heathrow with me in their arms. One of my uncles, my father’s elder brother, had already settled in London with his wife – he and my aunt lived on the same street in Willesden Green from when he emigrated from Kenya in 1960, right up until he passed away in October 2019. This was a devastating loss as it affects the very essence of who I am in terms of roots and identity. My aunt is still there and now she harbours the precious memories of who we once were. Their neigh-bours came from all corners of the world. Every time we found ourselves outside their house an elderly couple would come up to us to have a chat. My uncle’s life might have been taken straight out of Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth (2000) – albeit with a slight twist. Whenever I have visited him and my aunt, I have always felt the urge to leaf through the old photo albums they kept in a sideboard in the front room – a time capsule from the 1960s. There was one image in particular that I liked to look at, a photograph from London in a newspaper clipping – it felt as if I was holding a piece of world history in my hands. In the faded picture, my uncle, always enthusiastic and unapologetic, is wearing a black suit and narrow tie. Around his neck is a traditional drum used by the Maasai people in Kenya; his hands are raised, ready to hit it, and around him stand four Kenyans with a banner that reads: Free Jomo Kenyatta! The British believed that Kenyatta, the Kenyan freedom fighter who would later become Kenya’s prime minister, was a risk to the kingdom’s safety, and had therefore imprisoned him. The photograph encapsulates everything I associate with London: a city built and shaped by people from across the world, a vision of a global metropolis, manifested in each millimetre of the tens of thousands of streets that stretch out from the city centre in all directions.5

But for my father, green, affluent Surrey held much greater appeal than the dirty streets of London – I was therefore unable to experience the city as my cousins eventually did. When we visited them, one of my cousins would tell me stories about the skinheads who shouted, ‘Bloody Pakis!’ after him; about how he and his friends weren’t allowed to play at the local tennis court that was run by an Englishman. But revenge was sweet. They threw milk bottles over the fence, immediately rendering the court unusable. I ran happily among the bluebells, memorising lists of words at the public school in Godalming that my parents had decided to send me to. At least I didn’t have to go to boarding school like several of my other cousins. Instead, I had to make do with the weekly visits to the capital, where I constantly longed to be just like my cousins in Willesden Green: a London kid.

In the 1970s, Britain seemed washed in grey and stricken with poverty. The optimism of the 1960s had been replaced by a sense of melancholy, and the children of the British Empire quickly came to realise that the motherland treated them with anything but love. I remember that my father always voted for the Conservatives, in the belief that the efforts of the individual would be rewarded – regardless of that individual’s background. My father hoped that this would improve Britain’s economic prospects. But his patience eventually ran out.

One summer day in 1976, a few months after my sister Maha-Noor was born, we made our way across the North Sea. When I later asked my father about why we moved to Norway, he explained that several of his colleagues had been there and told him how well the Scandinavian health system functioned, compared to the NHS. He was a specialist in internal medicine and cardiology, and got a job as a senior consultant, later becoming head of his department – a position he held until he retired.

For me, the move came as a rather dramatic cultural shock. In 1976, Norway was characterised by puritanism. I was devastated at the fact that there was only a single television channel, and Mum shook her head at the limited selection of products in the stores – this was before the discovery of oil transformed Norwegian society. But despite moving to Norway we remained deeply connected to London and Britain, and, from then on, I lived with my heart torn in two. My father’s eldest brother, who worked as a professor in Lusaka, Zambia, had bought himself a holiday home in South Croydon, and my parents did the same.6 Our flat became our ‘cabin’ and my second home – and remains so today, as my parents now divide their time between Oslo and London. We decided to become proper Scandinavians by getting ourselves a Volvo, and through the eighties I would return home from London with stacks of vinyl records and music newspapers such as the New Musical Express, Melody Maker and Sounds. One of my childhood friends in Guildford introduced me to the burgeoning punk scene and instantly showed me a new London: sleazy side streets and underground spaces, which gave me a new perspective on the capital – at that time simmering with rage and colliding pop cultures. On the streets of London, I found freedom. Like other children of the British Empire, I found I could navigate my way out of narrow nationalistic notions.

The melting pot that immigration created in London laid the foundations for cultures that tore down barriers, and which continue to act as magnets for people from across the world to this day. Imagine just about any street in London – you’ll almost always be able to find a Turkish butcher, an Indian or Chinese restaurant, a Polish bakery, an Italian café, a travel agency run by Nigerians or a doctor’s surgery run by Dr Khan or Dr Patel – and the music you hear at the places you visit will probably have roots stemming from the music the Caribbeans brought with them. Over 300 languages are spoken in London, and there are at least fifty ethnic groups that have a population of at least 10,000 individuals.7 Almost 40 per cent of the population was born outside the UK – a third of them in EU countries, and the rest outside the EU. Children of mixed race relationships are the demographic group that is growing most rapidly – London is full of British Meghan Markles.8

Immigrants continue to come here – from Eastern Europe, the entire African continent and South America – all with their suitcases full of dreams. Common to all of them is that they transform London’s streets: where the Indians settled into their new lives, the Somalis now live; where the West Africans once hung out, the Colombians have found a home. In New Malden live the Koreans, while the Japanese have found their home in Acton, the Australians in Earl’s Court and the Americans in Chelsea. The English – the Anglo-Saxons – are of course to be found here, too, but their numbers are decreasing in many of London’s boroughs. This phenomenon has been termed ‘white flight’, and is a concern for some, while others couldn’t care less.

London’s pre-eminent British institutions – those we all pose proudly in front of to take photos – are framed by a global history that has made and continues to make its mark on the city’s streets and inhabitants. In 2016, the British voted to leave the EU – nobody currently knows what effect this will have on immigration. Over a million people from the EU currently live in London. Freedom of movement has been ended.9

London’s diversity is an ongoing social experiment that has existed ever since the city was first founded, and London is therefore also a seething Petri dish for increasingly pressing and complex conflicts relating to nationalism, globalisation, identity politics and immigration. A battlefield – and a paradise.

This book is an unapologetic declaration of love for all the people who live in London, and for the city I insist on calling the centre of the world.

I’ve chosen to focus on the groups who have left some of the deepest traces on the city, and my view of London is of course influenced by British colonial history. I have been shaped by both the English environment of my years in Surrey, and by a familial history that extends all the way back to the Pashtuns in Afghanistan – a nation never conquered by the British (nor by the Soviet Union). Over the years, I have devoured books about London in an attempt to get closer to what I believe to be the authentic London, but in my view very few, if any, of these publications has ever managed to portray London’s global heart in the way I feel it beating when I walk the city’s streets, thinking about all the people who have given us a city that never fails to fascinate. This book is a snapshot of a restless city in a continual state of flux.

The next time you walk around London, I’d like you to expand your lens. Look up at the shopfronts, notice the cobblestones and the railway tracks – yes, even the asphalt itself – or take a second glance down a side street. Think about the name of the shop in which you’re trying on clothes, or the little pharmacy you’ve had to seek out; the restaurant in which you’re eating, or the gallery you’ve visited to peruse works of art. A story lies hidden there – and it is one that is always worth listening to.





Irish London – Camden,
Bexleyheath, Clapham





Irish building blocks

‘Keep going!’ I call out to my sons. They smile at me, indulgently. Probably because they know that it’s myself I’m encouraging as I walk breathlessly up the steep, narrow stone staircase in St Paul’s Cathedral.

But it’s worth the effort. After 528 exhausting steps we can delight in the views from one of London’s greatest lookout points. The panorama is overwhelming. Roads, railway lines, bridges and pavements twist themselves around old Victorian houses, exclusive buildings, aqueducts, blocks of council flats, glass skyscrapers and countless cranes. In 1958, standing at 158 metres high, St Paul’s Cathedral was the tallest building in London. Now it seems almost small. The Shard in Southwark, which was completed in 2012, is almost twice as high – it towers 310 metres above the ground. From the top of the cathedral, London’s skyline looks like a veritable architectural competition of glass, steel and creative names: the Scalpel, the Gherkin, One Canada Square, the Walkie Talkie, the Razor and the Cheesegrater. There even might have been a Tulip.

It’s easy to forget all the people who built this city when standing there looking out across it. All those who have hacked, shovelled, tarmacked, dug and drained. But they shouldn’t be ignored, and there is one group of immigrants in particular who took on most of the physical labour that created the infrastructure I can see from the top of St Paul’s: the Irish.

In the period spanning the end of the Second World War up to the early 1960s, over half a million of them made their way across the Irish Sea. After the German bombing London lay in ruins; the Irish took on the job of rebuilding the capital. They continue to do so today. The new Crossrail line, for example, was built with significant contributions from Irish tunnel workers and engineers. Several of the spectacular skyscrapers that now tower over London were designed by architects with Irish roots, and many of the buildings house hugely successful Irish businesses. Without the Irish, would London as we know it even exist?

Poverty first drove the Irish from the Emerald Isle to England in the 1200s, as beggars and travelling salesmen.1 Then, between 1845 and 1849, the Great Famine that struck Ireland when blight caused the potato crops to fail resulted in almost a quarter of the population – around 1 million people – losing their lives. Millions made their way to the USA or Australia, or across the Irish Sea to work in Britain.

But the British regarded the Irish as vermin – they were Catholics, beggars and drunkards. In the Britain of the early 1800s, Catholicism was almost on a par with devil worship.

Young Irishmen arrived in London with rebellion on their minds, and in 1861 the Irish Republican Brotherhood made their mark on the capital’s cobbled streets. In Soho and Finsbury, they formed secret groups whose members dreamed of Irish independence; they started a war that would persist on the city’s streets for over a hundred years. In 1867, a group of Irishmen attempted to free Irish inmates from a prison in Clerkenwell. Six people were killed, and the incident is regarded as the first Irish terrorist attack to take place in the United Kingdom.2 A few years later, bombs exploded at Paddington station, injuring seventy-four people; bombs were also found at Victoria station, but luckily disarmed. Plans to blow up Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square, along with Scotland Yard, the Tower of London and London Bridge, were discovered and thwarted.3 The authorities asked the public to enlist as voluntary special constables – no less than 166,000 people volunteered to patrol the streets.4

But the fight for Irish freedom gradually saw results. In 1921, the six counties in the south of the country were granted independence. In 1937, Ireland became a republic, and later part of the Commonwealth. The British withdrew in 1949, but Northern Ireland remained under British control.

In London, the Irish settled in areas such as Cricklewood, Camden, Edgware, Brent and Kilburn. The factories in these locations needed labourers, and the neighbourhoods therefore developed into Irish villages, often subject to strict social control. Significant trading also took place between British and Irish merchants; the Irish ran shops, and were employed as bakers and tailors. Other Irishmen made their names as businesspeople. One of these was John Murphy, who in the 1930s left a small farm in Kerry, unable to read and without a single penny in his pocket. During the Second World War he worked clearing snow at London airport, which would later become Heathrow, and established his own contracting company, which grew during the building boom that followed the war. His green trucks – often a little battered-looking, and with Murphy written along their sides in white capital letters – quickly became as ubiquitous as the red telephone boxes on London’s streets.

Today, the Irish are a natural part of British society. But it often takes no more than a few beers and a couple of bad jokes about potatoes to lay bare underlying tensions. There remains a generation of Irish in London who still remember the posters in shop windows that proclaimed: ‘No Blacks, No Dogs, No Irish’.

[image: illustration]

One spring day, I take the train from Victoria station to Bexleyheath in south-east London. All around me, I see a city that has changed dramatically. In the 1970s, London was a chaotic, angry, grimy and aggressive city – not the sophisticated, shimmering metropolis it is today. When Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher came to power in 1979, she had big plans for London. First, she set in motion the comprehensive deregulation and privatisation of state-owned companies, and then encouraged people to buy their own properties – especially those who lived in social housing. Under her Right to Buy policy, people living in social housing were able to purchase their properties at up to a 70 per cent discount. Thatcher wanted to change London, and make it attractive to foreign investors. In just a short time everything changed, and Derek Jarman’s experimental films Jubilee (1978) and The Last of England (1987) capture the remnants of the lost wastelands and pessimistic paranoia that had characterised London. On the Isle of Dogs, Canary Wharf emerged as one of Britain’s biggest financial centres along with the City of London, and in 1991 the skyscraper One Canada Square, with its distinctive pyramid-shaped top and flashing light, was completed. Between 1991 and 1997, large blocks of council flats containing over 12,000 apartments were torn down.5

In contrast to other large cities with grand cityscapes, London’s geography is not logical or symmetrical. There are so many labyrinthine alleyways here – so many backstreets, little enclaves, underpasses, parks, fields and hills – that the city inspires perpetual wandering. When I was younger, I used to sit and study the thick London A–Z. It’s pages were faded, and many of them were dog-eared. In it I would try to mark all the streets I had driven or walked down with a red ballpoint pen. In the end, I gave up – there were simply too many of them.

At the nondescript station, Mary Ann Lucas is waiting for me. She’s an older woman with a lot to say – an ardent soul who for years has documented the lives of the Irish in London. She drives me to a church hall, where a group of Irish pensioners has gathered. I take a couple of deep breaths as I enter the premises: grey linoleum, grey chairs. Rows of long tables covered in plastic tablecloths, whose designer seems to have had the sole aim of using every clashing colour under the sun in the creation of their patterns. It’s almost parodically geriatric – Jarvis Cocker from Pulp would have loved it – but the public sector decor puts no dampener on the atmosphere of joie de vivre. Laughter and smiles, despite the wrinkles, wheel-chairs and grey hair. Every week, Irish pensioners meet here to play bingo or eat a meal together. Mary Ann introduces me to Kathleen, a warm and sprightly woman. She and her husband met in Woolwich in the 1950s; he worked at Ford, while she was a serving girl for a Jewish family. Kathleen wasn’t alone in having such a job. Jewish families were sought-after as employers because they were regarded as kinder than the English, and often permitted the Irish women to live with them – something that provided a roof over their head, three square meals a day, and not least a respectable salary. Those unable to find a job as a nanny worked at John Lewis or Boots, or in hospital kitchens or school canteens.

‘The first thing you did when you came to London was contact the priest at the nearest Catholic church,’ says Kathleen. ‘Not for religious reasons, but because the priest would be able to put you in touch with other Irish, and you’d learn everything you needed to know about where you could find lodgings and job opportunities. The communities that grew up around the churches were sort of like the villages back home,’ she explains.

For better or worse, the church held a central role among the Irish. The priests came down hard on anyone wishing to divorce, which could result in individuals being shut out of the Irish community. The same applied to contraception, and – God forbid – pregnancy outside marriage, or abortion. Sometimes, the Catholic Church in London was responsible for imposing inhumane living conditions. In one case, 150 Irish men were crammed into three small houses in Southwark, just because the landlord was an Irishman of ‘good character’ – that is, someone who would enforce proper Catholic conduct.6 The priests didn’t want the Irish staying with the English, as they believed the English had questionable morals. Éamon de Valera also spearheaded this puritanical attitude as Irish prime minister, and then as president from 1959. He was known for his strict morality, and his embracing of Catholic values.

It was especially women who found freedom from the strict Catholic regime upon leaving Ireland. The mother of my best friend in Guildford was an Irish nurse. Through the Catholic school in her village she, like many other young women across Ireland, had been offered free schooling in exchange for employment in Aneurin Bevan’s dream project, the National Health Service (NHS), founded in 1948 as one of the major welfare measures to be implemented after the Second World War. I have no doubt that I wouldn’t be the person I am today without my best friend, Helen. It was she who played the Sex Pistols for me for the first time, in her bedroom. The snarling vocalist frightened me a little, but I decided there and then that I too was a punk, just like Helen. I didn’t know it back then, but Johnny Rotten was also the son of an Irish couple who, like thousands of others, had made their way to London.

We’re interrupted as our meal is served: roast beef, boiled vegetables, and apple crumble.

As we eat, Kathleen tells me about how shame has been a recurring problem for her generation. Not everyone coped so well once they had arrived in London. The village communities the Irish came from had been close, and it was often the men who faced the greatest challenges. They were frequently discriminated against, and this only got worse when the conflict in Northern Ireland began to spill over on to London’s streets. Nobody dared read an Irish newspaper in public.

If you want to understand the enormous impact the Troubles have had on the lives of the Irish in London, all you have to do is look at the figures. The presence of the British military in Northern Ireland through Operation Banner spanned a period of thirty-eight years, from 1969 to 2007.7 Over 250,000 British soldiers served in Northern Ireland during this time, and the British Armed Forces were responsible for killing over 300 people during the conflict. Most of these individuals were civilians, but over a hundred of them were members of the Provisional Irish Republican Army, better known as the IRA. Between 1973 and 1997, the IRA took the lives of 115 people and injured over 2,000 – most of them civilians. In 1973, the IRA was also responsible for as many as thirty-six bombings in London.

Irish men were watched closely by their British colleagues, who suspected anyone Irish of being in league with the IRA. Most Irish were not especially politically engaged with the conflict – they just wanted to live safe, normal lives. They had families and careers, and regarded themselves as solid pillars of the community – not possible terrorists.

I was six years old in 1974 when two bombs exploded in Guildford – as it happened, this was where we lived at the time, and my parents were deeply shocked by the incident. The bombs went off one Saturday evening in October, when the pubs in town were full of punters. In two of them, four soldiers on leave lost their lives; an additional sixty-four people were injured for life. The IRA was behind the attack, but innocent people ended up being imprisoned for it. The British courts’ handling of the suspects was a scandal beyond compare.

There is no shying away from the fact that the IRA has a lot of blood on its hands, and the years that followed the bombings in Guildford also saw several major bomb attacks. On 20 July 1982, two IRA bombs exploded in Hyde Park and Regent’s Park, respectively. Eleven British soldiers died and over forty civilians were injured. On 17 December the following year, a bomb was detonated outside Harrods. Six people died, and a hundred were injured.8 I remember the incident well. We were in the car, on our way to South Kensington, when we were stopped by the police just by Wellington Arch. The traffic was gridlocked. I can recall the department store’s famous awnings lying in tatters on the pavement. It felt too close.

On 12 October 1984, the IRA managed to strike right at the heart of British politics. Hundreds of besuited men and women adorned with pearls had made their way to the coastal town of Brighton for the Conservative Party conference, the party members thronging together at the exclusive Grand Brighton Hotel. In the middle of the night, a bomb went off; Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was awake when it exploded. She is said to have been sitting at her desk, finalising her speech for the next day. The entire middle section of the hotel collapsed, but miraculously enough only five people died and thirty-one were injured. The IRA claimed responsibility for the attack the next day. The bomb, equipped with a timer, had been set under the bathtub in a room above Thatcher’s suite three weeks earlier by IRA member Patrick Magee. He was sentenced to thirty-five years in prison, along with four other members of the organisation.

In 1998 the Good Friday Agreement was signed, which resulted in the establishment of a separate democratic assembly for Northern Ireland and the release of political prisoners, including Patrick Magee. Through the Good Friday Agreement, old wounds appeared to be healed, and Sinn Féin, the political arm of the IRA, became an acceptable party – despite the fact that its MPs do not meet in Westminster because they refuse to recognise British control over Northern Ireland or to swear allegiance to the Queen.

‘Now it’s time for bingo!’ calls a woman from somewhere in the hall; the pensioners eagerly take out their stamps and books. They have, for the most part, been lucky. But the older Irish are over-represented in homelessness statistics and surveys of those with mental health struggles in London.9

I say goodbye to Kathleen and Mary Ann, leaving them both very cheerful. I’m going to Arlington House. To the forgotten Irish.





The dark streets of London

The large glass doors open automatically as I approach them. I’m surprised by how clinical the entrance feels here at Arlington House – a Victorian building that has opened its doors to the homeless since 1905. I take a seat on a minimalistic wooden bench beside a frail old lady with unkempt hair.

‘The wind is biting, you have to make sure to really wrap up warm,’ I tell her. But she seems far away.

Nobody who hung out on the streets of London in the 1980s could avoid making the acquaintance of drunken and homeless Irish – these individuals were part of London’s urban landscape. Some of the lucky ones managed to stagger into Arlington House. When it opened, the building could house up to a thousand people, and was one of six such shelters in London. The house was financed by Victorian philanthropist Lord Rowton, who believed that working people should have a decent place to live. At the time, there was little accommodation available for workers – especially men without permanent jobs. At Arlington House, they were each given their own room containing a sink and a bed. In exchange for a small sum of money, they were also given a daily meal. With its total of 1,200 beds, Arlington House was the biggest shelter in Europe at the time.1 George Orwell wrote warmly of the shelters, but had a few objections: ‘the Rowton Houses are splendid buildings, and the only objection to them is the strict discipline, with rules against cooking, card playing, etc.’2 Among the citizens of London, Arlington House became known as a kind of slum where the most hopeless members of society ended up, and conditions at the shelter slowly deteriorated. In the end, the building was taken over by the local authorities in Camden, who significantly reduced the number of residents, and completely renovated the building in 2006.

I sit there with the old woman, watching all the people who pass through the doors. Several of them look fairly young. Then a woman comes towards me, her steps brisk.

‘Oh, how nice, I see you’ve met Christine! Doesn’t she look great for somebody who’s almost eighty?’ she shouts, gesturing to the elderly woman I’m sitting next to.

Christine looks at me and smiles. Maria speaks English with a Spanish accent, and is wearing a kind of uniform consisting of black trousers and a piqué shirt with ‘Arlington’ printed on the left side of the chest. Around her waist she has a belt with a walkie-talkie hanging from it.

‘Christine would love to tell you about what it was like moving to London in the fifties! She’s my favourite customer – let’s go down to the food hall,’ Maria says, escorting us through some heavy double doors.

Maria’s choice of words surprises me. Is Christine a customer? Is she not a resident? Christine trails obediently in Maria’s wake as we make our way down a corridor, then into a canteen. Photographs of bland urban landscapes have been hung on the walls, I suppose in an attempt to create a cosy atmosphere, although without much success.

‘Tea?’ Maria asks.

She disappears. Two men in suits and a woman wearing sleek, formal clothes come in, and for a moment I’m unsure of where I am – I have the sensation that I’m in an office building for consultants, the premises wiped clean of any and all personal attributes. I know from experience that it’s never good when people in generic suits turn up.

‘What a lovely place! Is this where you eat your meals?’

I look at Christine and hope she doesn’t notice how my voice has taken on an excessively positive register. She leans towards me, as if she wants to share something confidential.

‘I only get two meals. After five there’s no food to be had, and I only get five pounds a day – it’s nothing! And the food is terrible.’

I feel my stomach clench.

‘I don’t have money for cigarettes any more, either. It was better at the other shelter in Kentish Town, but they shut it down and spread us all over the place. I feel like I’m in prison,’ Christine says in a low voice.

I don’t have time to respond, because Maria comes in with two cups of tea.

‘This is quite a place,’ I say. ‘I’d imagined something completely different. It’s so clean and . . .’

I pause for a moment. ‘. . . um, nice here.’

What I actually want to say is: Sterile. Lifeless. Inhuman. Empty.

Maria lights up.

‘Yes, isn’t it? We take good care of all our customers here.’

That word again – customers. She leaves Christine and me alone, telling us that she’ll be back in a little while.

‘So you want to know what it was like to move from Ireland to London?’ Christine asks.

I nod. I feel ill at ease. She looks so tired. She doesn’t touch the cup of tea, even though I’m sure the warmth would do her good.

‘I came to London with my sister. It was summer, and we’d been told that we could get work at the hotels in London, so we signed a contract with an agency that paid the fare for our journey and got us our first jobs,’ says Christine.

She remembers the hard, busy days she spent working as a hotel cleaner.

‘We worked all the time, my sister and me – we lived together as well. In Kentish Town. There were so many Irish there already.’

She speaks quickly, and every now and then a glint enters her old eyes.

‘We cleaned fifteen rooms a day, I think it was. Not so bad. We weren’t paid very well, but it was just enough.’

Christine went home to Dublin for a few months, but when she was unable to find work there she returned to London. This time, she found a place to stay in Cricklewood, in the north-west of London, where another large Irish community had settled. She never went home again.

‘I didn’t have the money to go to the funeral when my mother died, that was painful. It didn’t matter so much for my father – he drank too much.’

All at once, Christine falls silent. It’s as if she disappears into her thoughts, before her eyes suddenly light up again.

‘I loved to dance!’ she exclaims, and excitedly tells me about the dances at the National Club in Kilburn, where she met cheerful, friendly people. The Buffalo, just next to Arlington House, was a little rough, but the National was a place where you could get dressed up and go dancing. Perhaps even meet your future husband! Christine remembers how she loved to wear a red dress from Marks & Spencer.

‘I had thick, auburn hair – not this thin white hair I’ve got now,’ she says, explaining how she always used to put it up in a pretty style.

She never married.

The doors to the food hall swing open – it’s Maria. Smiling and energetic.

‘Would you like to show her your room?’

We go out into the floodlit corridor, where the glossy walls are hung with paintings. Maria explains that all the artwork has been created by the shelter’s customers. She opens a door for me, so I can peer into a room in which a dozen buckets of paint stand on the floor. But Christine has already moved on – she’s looking at one of the photographs of Arlington House from the 1980s. The contrast is striking. The food hall in which we were just sitting used to be covered in brownish-red tiles, and the tables were heavy. Simple, but cosy. The framed black-and-white photographs on the wall show men wearing flat caps and thick, threadbare suit jackets. Their faces are furrowed. Many of them developed an unfortunate relationship with alcohol, along with the associated physical and mental health problems, but the pubs were gathering places for single men who hardly had a bed to go to. Often, it would be the pubs that paid out the wages they had earned over the course of the day. This wasn’t an especially sensible arrangement.

Together, we look at the framed old newspaper clippings that also hang on the wall. One of them features a photograph in which a young man stands with both his arms out to the sides to show how little space he has. His fingers touch the walls on either side – the breadth of his open arms is the actual width of the room. Two arm lengths. That’s how small the rooms were before Arlington House was renovated.

We take the lift four floors up. Maria leads us to a glass door, and it strikes me that it looks like one you might find in an institution. I had imagined that Arlington House would consist of apartments between which the residents could wander freely – not such impersonal solutions as this. Maria explains that each floor has its own team to look after the residents. Nobody can enter without permission, and if anyone should need help, there is always somebody available. I follow Christine, who almost hurries down the corridor. For someone so old, she’s extraordinarily quick. We come to a stop, and Christine asks us to wait a moment as she disappears into her room. Maria discreetly confesses that it isn’t easy, having to constantly confront all the sad fates of the people here. Despite calling Christine a customer, Maria seems a very warm-hearted person.

Christine opens the door to the room that is hers. Newspapers lie thrown in a corner on the blue linoleum floor. I can see a small bathroom, with a shower. In another corner of the room is a bed with a duvet. Two chairs heaped with clothes stand against the wall. That’s it. Nothing on the walls. No TV. No chest of drawers. A large wall lamp casts a harsh light above the bed. The room has three tiny windows.

‘I promise we’ll get you some furniture next week, and a fridge at least. You’ve only been here a couple of weeks,’ says Maria.

Christine shrugs.

‘I don’t have any money for food, so it doesn’t matter,’ she says.

I can see that she’s ready to drop; her face is redder than it was when we first met. I don’t want to bother her any more. As Maria and I leave the room I see that Christine sits on the bed and collapses.

‘Does she really only get five pounds a day?’

Maria nods, and we start to talk about the welfare cuts introduced by the Conservatives in recent years. The elderly have been hit hard. Maria feels frustrated in her role; incapable of doing much to help. They used to have more time and more money.

We take the lift up a floor – I’m now going to meet one of the residents who has lived here longest. Sean has been at Arlington House for thirty-two years. Some would probably call him a real ‘Paddy’ – a somewhat derogatory term for the Irish.

‘He’s had a stroke, so it can take a while before he manages to speak, but once he gets going he’s quite funny,’ Maria says before she opens the brown door.

I follow her. A man with thick black hair cautiously turns towards me in his wheelchair. His face is ruddy. A tiny TV flickers in the corner. Like Christine’s room, this one has three windows, and against one wall is a bed and a small bedside table. On the walls are photographs. It’s quite homely, and reminds me of a student’s room. On one wall a plastic sheet with images of fruit on it has been hung up to create a kind of kitchen nook, where Sean has a microwave, a hotplate, a kettle and a small fridge. Above the counter is a shelf where there are boxes of tea, a bag of sugar, various cans of food and bags of instant mashed potato. Sean’s movements are slow. He came to London from Mayo in 1965, and found a job casting concrete in Woolwich. His workdays could last between twelve and fifteen hours.

‘There was no overtime, no bonuses, no unions – you could freeze to death, but nobody would have cared. And no holiday pay, all the money went to those above you. Once you were done with the job you were done, and you went on to the next one,’ he says.

In Ireland, the poor often had no other choice but to hop on a boat and come to London, where Irish companies were waiting for them. Some of the companies would cover the workers’ travel fares; the men would stand on the dock with a note attached to their coat so that they could be identified and collected. Many of the Irish were wary of the British authorities, and chose to live a life on the fringes of society, without opening bank accounts or registering as immigrants. Sean says that the weekends were the high point of the week that everyone looked forward to. They would all go straight to the Galtymore dance club in Cricklewood, which is where Sean met his wife.

But the heavy physical labour and stress of being a construction worker without a permanent position, along with Sean’s excessive alcohol consumption, eventually began to take a toll on the marriage. Sean looks up at the wall and points to three photos. Two of them are in gold frames, and show two young girls with brown hair and red sweaters. These are his daughters. The third photo is a wedding portrait of him and his wife.

‘I haven’t seen my daughters in thirty years. I sent letters, but they were always returned. The post office said that they didn’t have a forwarding address.’

Sean moved out of the house he and his wife owned when they divorced, and had no other option but to contact the Salvation Army, who helped him get a room at Arlington House. He didn’t feel he could go to friends or family because of the shame.

‘Those of us who lived here, we looked after each other. We could visit each other freely, it was nice and relaxed. Now we’re completely shut in. We have to get permission for everything,’ Sean says.

We sit there in silence. I can hear a clock ticking. Sean looks at the photographs of his daughters.

Sean’s life echoes all the history books I’ve read about the Irish in London; I feel almost dizzy with sadness as I leave Arlington House. This city has a singular ability to drain people’s energy and cast them into a darkness it can be hard to escape. It’s as if there’s a monster living on London’s streets – a kind of vampire, circling poor struggling souls.

I try to shake off my gloomy thoughts and walk to Camden High Street, where garlands, balloons and banners in green, white and orange wave in the ice-cold wind. Tomorrow will be 17 March, St Patrick’s Day – Ireland’s national day and the feast day of Saint Patrick, Ireland’s national saint. For three days, London will become an Irish province.

Some of the Irish who arrived in London came with big dreams – dreams that would earn the city its reputation as the rock music capital of the world. And Camden was the dive to which everyone was drawn.
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