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It’s possible to walk through the streets of London and glimpse the city through the eyes of past generations; all that’s needed is that you keep your eyes up. Look up to the rooflines, strip away the shopfronts and you’ll see it: nestled among the shimmering glass towers, concrete multi-storeys and other clusters of twentieth-century development nothing much has changed. What cannot be glimpsed, of course, are the myriad lives of those who once made their home on our streets. The generations of Londoners who lived their best life, each playing their part in making the city what it is today.

The heart and soul of modern London owes a debt of gratitude to the efforts, achievements, sacrifices and selflessness of Londoners past. Some, like George Eliot, the Pankhurst sisters, Sylvia, Christabel and Adela, Florence Nightingale, Mary Shelley and Virginia Woolf, achieved fame and recognition within their own lifetimes and remain household names today. Where the buildings in which these latter-day heroines lived, loved, worked and died stand largely unaltered today, some of these women and their homes have been commemorated by the English Heritage Blue Plaque scheme. At the last count, the scheme honours 903 Londoners, and a walking tour of these sites brings to life the London of a bygone era.

At the time of writing this book, only 111 of these 903 plaques commemorate women. The charity are keenly aware that this imbalance feeds into a common misconception that history has been more impactfully made by men (a recent English Heritage survey found that 40 per cent of us believe men have made a greater contribution to history than women). We’re wrong to think this, of course. Women have challenged, changed, built and improved every aspect of life in the capital through the ages. But the source of the misconception is easy to understand: women were largely written out of our history books until the later decades of the twentieth century. Perhaps part of the reason lies in the ebb and flow and diversity of the lives women led; the circuitous paths they were often forced to take in order to achieve success or bring about change. Often, women excelled throughout their lives across a wide array of fields and so left a different kind of paper trail, one which was messier for early modern historians to document than the typically linear career paths of many prominent men.

Aside from the current gender imbalance in the Blue Plaque scheme, there are many more remarkable Londoners who will never be commemorated, simply because the buildings in which they lived or worked no longer survive in any recognisable form. English Heritage stipulate that to qualify for a Blue Plaque, nominees must have lived in London for some significant period of their life (significant in terms of time or accomplishment), have been dead for at least twenty years, and have lived in a house still visible from a public highway in a form that would be largely recognisable to the nominee. In an expanding metropolis, many homes are lost along the way, but it bears saying that this criteria hits hardest those women of London’s working classes. Successive generations of the city’s working classes lived in slums and poor-quality housing, razed by the Great Fire of London in 1666, in the Edwardian era, in the inter-war and post-war years, or else by the Luftwaffe during the Blitz. Our vision of how London arrived at its current rich, vibrant and diverse state is skewed not only by gender, but also by class: too often, the contributions made by individual working-class Londoners leave too scant a trail for the historian to grapple with.

London’s remarkable women deserve to have their stories told, regardless of whether the house they lived in stands today. This book goes a small way towards addressing that loss, commemorating fifty-six women who, at the time of writing, have not been commemorated by the Blue Plaque scheme. Women who set out to make their world a little richer, and in so doing, left an indelible mark on ours. Women who went about their lives quietly but with courage, conviction, skill and compassion, largely unnoticed, even during their own lifetimes. Others who were fearless, strident trailblazers. One or two who used unabashed eccentricity to hold a mirror to the gender restrictions of the day. Many lived in an era when their achievements were given a male name, helping to shroud the capabilities of women outside the home or field. A large proportion of the remarkable women whose lives are recorded on these pages were able to succeed in the way in which they did by forgoing marriage: until 1946, women’s contracts were terminated as soon as they married in a vast swathe of areas, including education, retail and the Civil Service.

The women on these pages weren’t alone in leaving a remarkable legacy; they weren’t always exceptional but they have been singled out here so that their collective stories might build a richer picture of London’s past.

Their stories span four hundred years of the capital’s history, and the women chronicled on these pages stand testament to the critical role played by London’s long and diverse immigrant population, to its visitors and its migrant populations. Women of enormous courage, conviction, faith and creativity, who landed on London soil from every corner of the Earth; women of every race, creed and culture; women who lived out their best lives here, proving themselves to be a vital cog in the capital’s story. What emerges too is a sense of a far more complex path to emancipation and equality than simply the suffrage movement or the munitions factory women of the First World War, as vital as they were. In fact, the women of London had been fighting for equality within marriage, the workplace, the law and government for centuries prior to 1919. Progress, when it came, had been the work of generations of brilliant, fearless minds, of every social class, every religion, every race.

This book pays tribute to them all.
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CITY OF LONDON

1   Mary Frith (c. 1584–1659), 133 Fleet Street, Holborn EC4A 2BB.

2   Phillis Wheatley (c. 1753–84), Old Stone Pump, 65–68 Fenchurch Street, Aldgate EC3A 2AD.

3   Rosa Luxemburg (1871–1919), 11 Aldgate High Street, Aldgate EC3N 1AB.

SOUTHWARK

4   Una Marson (1905–65), 164 Queen’s Road, Peckham SE15 2DN.

5   Harriet Taylor Mill (1807–58), 277–279 Walworth Road, Walworth SE17 2TG.

6   Elsie Widdowson (1906–2000), 10 Melford Road, Dulwich, SE22 0AD.

LAMBETH

7   Joan Littlewood (1914–2002), 8 Stockwell Road, Brixton SW9.

8   Joan Clarke (1917–96), 45 Idmiston Road, West Norwood SE27 9HL.

LEWISHAM

9   Helen Blackburn (1842–1903), 6 Royal Parade, Blackheath, SE3 0TL.


CHAPTER ONE

City of London
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ON THE SITE OF 133 FLEET STREET, HOLBORN

In the years before the Great Fire of 1666, Fleet Street was a bustling place, crammed with taverns, meeting houses, butchers, grocers, booksellers, watchmakers, private lodgings and a theatre. Much of the eastern section of Fleet Street, from Fetter Lane east towards Ludgate Hill, would be destroyed by the Great Fire, but in the 1650s, the area reflected a new social diversity, with the emergence of an entrepreneurial middle class for the first time, a product of the social and economic changes which had London in its throes. Fleet Street at this point in history, then, was home to a broad spectrum of London life.

At the eastern end of the street, near its intersections with Shoe Lane and Salisbury Court, stood a popular tavern, the Globe. A few doors down stood the Salisbury Court Theatre, frequented by Samuel Pepys. The Great Conduit was also on this spot – an ingenious medieval gravity-fed water pump, bringing spring water into the city via a tunnel system fashioned from hollowed-out tree trunks. A row of shops advertised their business with brightly coloured emblematic signs hanging precariously above the shopfronts; more than once, a Fleet Street shop sign crashed to the street below, sometimes bringing part of the house down with it. In fact, so perilous were the signs that eventually, in 1767, they were the subject of a parliamentary ruling forcing shopkeepers to attach their signage flat against the wall.

Overlooking the raucous goings-on below was the ancient parish church of St Bride’s, served by the eccentric Reverend Palmer, who was said to have saved money to distribute to the poor of the parish by sleeping in the steeple. Eccentricity, in fact, must have seemed commonplace to residents of seventeenth-century Fleet Street, which played constant host to curiosities, roaming entertainers, freak shows and travelling menageries displaying all manner of exotic beasts. With such a concentrated, often migrant population, it’s little wonder that the street was also rife with extortion gangs, pickpockets and criminals.

At Fleet Street’s intersection with Shoe Lane, where today stand the offices of Goldman Sachs International, was once a row of timber-framed lodgings, and it was here, into a house two doors down from the Globe Tavern, that one of London’s most fearless daughters moved in the 1640s.

MARY FRITH
(c. 1584–1659)

Sometimes it takes a truly irrepressible, untameable spirit to confront the most deeply embedded of society’s gender restrictions. A woman not afraid to risk notoriety, not shy of criminality, if that’s what it takes to live her best life – a ‘Roaring Girl’. In seventeenth-century London, Mary Frith proved herself eminently up to that task.

Born into what appears to have been a respectable enough, hard-working family, Mary was said to have raged against convention from childhood. In her youth, her family staged something of an intervention, her cleric uncle arranging for her to be carried off to a ship docked at Gravesend and sent to New England for a fresh start. The story goes that Frith couldn’t be contained, jumping ship in the harbour and swimming ashore. From this distance, it’s impossible to sift through the myth to find the truth; there were many stories. Certainly at the age of sixteen, Frith had already been arrested for theft, though that was a common enough phenomenon in every era of London’s history. What made this arrest all the more significant was that this was also the earliest recorded occasion on which she was said to have caused consternation by appearing in public dressed in a man’s doublet and breeches, with a smoking pipe in her hand.

In 1600, cross-dressing was restricted to life onstage. Elizabethan theatre was an exclusively male domain, a profession regarded as too unseemly for a woman. Later in the century, after the cultural dearth of Puritanism gave way to the Restoration, women did enter the theatre via the stage door, and began to enjoy considerable fame as a consequence. But in 1600, male to female cross-dressing was a standard source of entertainment. Female to male cross-dressing was an entirely more controversial phenomenon, for which women were whipped and pilloried and demonised as loose-moralled harlots.

This was an era of state-enforced dress codes, with fabrics such as silk, colours such as purple and accessories such as gold restricted by law to a privileged core within society. Clothing in 1600 was a uniform, strictly overseen as a means of maintaining an explicit and self-evident social order, within which women were subordinate. To cross-dress was to subvert that order and was therefore regarded with suspicion and condemnation. In Elizabethan London for the first time, it became increasingly difficult to judge a person’s class on their appearance alone: entrepreneurialism had given rise to social climbing on an unprecedented scale, enabling Londoners to access luxuries that had been beyond the reach of the class into which they were born. Efforts to control costume and clothing were in some respects a kneejerk reaction to these changes; straying from the norm by dressing outside your gender or class happened, but was especially denounced. Women who stepped outside of convention by donning male clothing were seen to be dangerously lacking in self-control and moral fortitude; cross-dressing was therefore highly salacious, widely regarded as synonymous with prostitution, making it even more exposing for Frith to have cross-dressed in public.

Mary Frith was having none of it. Defiant in the face of all efforts to contain her, she embraced criminality, supporting herself by working the streets in the way male criminals were doing all around her. At least four times, she was apprehended and punished by having the palms of her hands burned; it did nothing to curb her habits. The broadsheets loved her and loathed her in equal measure and her unconventional spirit brought her to wide public attention: within ten years of her first arrest, she had already been the subject of three stage plays, and was widely referred to as ‘Moll Cutpurse’, a reference both to her perceived licentious sexuality (‘Molls’ were prostitutes) and her crimes (street thieves typically slashed the cord which attached a coin purse to the waist).

In 1611, Frith took her defiance a step further, appearing onstage at the Fortune Playhouse, a wooden, open-roofed theatre just outside the City walls, that was a contemporary to both the Globe Theatre and the Swan Theatre. She entertained her audience with bawdy songs, accompanied herself on the lute and dressed as she always did, in knee breeches and jerkin, scandalously puffing on a pipe (smoking, for women, was also outlawed). She made an impromptu appearance too onstage at the Fortune, in a production called Amends for Ladies. The play told its own version of the life of Moll Cutpurse. It capitalised on Frith’s notoriety, wanting to throw into stark relief the undesirability of her unconventional lifestyle by having her appear alongside demure, restrained female characters. Historians suspect that neither the playwright nor the players intended that the real Moll Cutpurse should actually appear before the audience, but appear she did, challenging their speculation as to her gender and in doing so entirely undermining the impact of the (male) actor playing her part. If the play was intended to take the spotlight of celebrity away from Frith, it failed, only serving to heighten public interest in her across the city.

On Christmas Day that same year, the authorities finally caught up with Frith, arresting her for appearing in public as a man, an offence they deemed ‘lewd behaviour’. They cited as supporting evidence her habit of frequenting ‘alehowses Tavernes Tobacco shops’ while dressed as a man; they implied an involvement in prostitution, though failed to cite any specific instance, her immorality in other respects deemed evidence enough. Her specific crime was her appearance on stage at the Fortune Theatre – outlawed for women at the time. Her punishment was to make public penance, draped in white, at an open-air preaching ground in London called St Paul’s Cross; the crowd took her incoherent wailing as a sign of penitence when in fact she was incoherently drunk. The experience was of no consequence for Frith, who by now, knew how to work an audience, and she would later boast she would happily have played every market in England.

Frith’s life continued to play out with much drama, from her incarceration in the notorious London asylum for the insane, Bethlem, to Civil War days as a pro-Royalist highwaywoman, and her subsequent narrow escape from the gallows of Newgate. All were chronicled in The Life of Mrs Mary Frith, an autobiography penned by Frith in the last years of her life, though laden with exaggeration. It was published in 1662, three years after her death from dropsy, the first autobiography of a female criminal ever published in England, sealing her notoriety for centuries to come.

Frith’s criminality had been only a part of her story. Conventional marriage or a life of quiet service, lived largely indoors and out of sight, had been unthinkable, as too, were the strict dress codes of Elizabethan society. With enormous courage and an unstoppably rebellious spirit, Mary Frith stepped outside of all expectations and in so doing challenged those around her to reconsider the perceived wisdom which saw women as incapable of steering their own course without descending into promiscuity. Like the ‘roaring boys’ who picked fights on London’s streets, she roared at the pervasive patriarchy of seventeenth-century London and for that is worthy of commemoration.

87 FENCHURCH STREET (NOW RAZED), ON THE SITE OF 65–68 FENCHURCH STREET, NEAR THE OLD STONE PUMP, FENCHURCH STREET, ALDGATE

In 1761, the gate which had stood at the easternmost section of London’s city wall since Roman times was finally demolished. Named Aldgate, it had been rebuilt and renovated several times over the centuries, to include, for instance, the addition of an upper-floor apartment in the gatehouse, briefly the damp, dark and uncomfortable home of medieval poet, Geoffrey Chaucer. Today, nothing much survives of eighteenth-century Aldgate, aside from the name and four places of worship: the parish churches of St Katherine Cree, near Leadenhall Market, St Botolph’s, at Aldgate High Street, St Andrew Undershaft, which survived both the Great Fire and the Blitz, and the Bevis Marks Synagogue, dating back to 1699.

At the junction of Aldgate and Fenchurch Street, however, there remains a Victorian replica of a key local landmark dating back centuries: the old stone pump. The pump was the point from which distances to Norwich and other locations to the east of London were measured and it came to symbolise the start of London’s East End. The Victorians converted the pump into a public drinking fountain in the 1870s, drawing from an underground stream. In a macabre gothic twist, it was soon discovered that the water’s peculiar taste was due to calcium contamination from corpses buried in the many cemeteries through which the stream ran.

In the autumn of 1773, the original pump would have been a key landmark for which Nathaniel Wheatley, a visitor to the city that season, would certainly have been on the lookout. Wheatley, the son of a wealthy Boston, New England, merchant, was making his first visit to the Aldgate offices of bookseller Archibald Bell, himself a Bostonian. In Bell’s trade directory advertisements he also promised, ‘Printing In all its Branches neatly Executed’ and helped prospective customers locate his premises at 87 Fenchurch Street, with the direction, ‘Near the Stone Pump, Aldgate’. It was Bell’s printing press that was of interest to Wheatley that day, though he himself was not a writer; his business with Bell was on behalf of a frail and deferential 19-year-old West African woman walking a few steps behind him, into Bell’s Aldgate offices.

PHILLIS WHEATLEY
(c. 1753–84)

Phillis Wheatley had been captured from her home in West Africa at the age of around seven, and forced onto a slave ship, the Phillis, bound for North America. Robbed of her homeland, her family and her childhood, by the time she reached the port in Boston she had been deprived, too, of her birth-name. She arrived along with a cargo of West Africans who had, like her, been deemed too frail to endure the labours of the West Indian plantations and so had been brought on to Boston. At the port, she was bought by a wealthy merchant named John Wheatley to work as a domestic servant for his wife, Susanna; Wheatley had been able to secure himself a bargain that day, purchasing the child ‘for a trifle’ because the ship’s captain, who suspected the child was close to death, had been keen to get her off his hands. The Wheatley family later recalled that the girl they had named after the slave ship arrived emaciated and almost entirely naked, wrapped in a piece of filthy carpet.

Very quickly, the family learned something else about the child in their charge: she was fiercely intelligent. Within a very short space of time, she gained a fluency in English and under the tutelage of the Wheatleys’ 18-year-old twins, Mary and Nathaniel, read voraciously. Astronomy, history, geography, the Bible, the works of John Milton and Alexander Pope, along with the classics – Ovid, Homer, Virgil. She began to write poetry, reflecting the broad array of subjects in which she took an interest, and within a decade, had a collection of twenty-eight poems of significant lyricism and delicacy.

For an enslaved person to have been enabled to become literate was rare enough in eighteenth-century North America; an enslaved poet was something else entirely. The Wheatleys saw an opportunity and embarked upon a marketing campaign, publishing










77 ALDGATE HIGH STREET, THE SITE OF THE THREE NUNS HOTEL (RAZED IN THE 1960S), ALDGATE
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