

Preface

An unnerving silence fell over the courtyard as a woman in her late fifties stepped out on to her balcony. Dressed in a starched white apron, she cut a formidable figure against the gloom of the Bethnal Green tenement block. In her left hand was a placard; in her right, a scalding hot potato. The turban that sat atop her head cast her face into shadow, but her eyes glittered with a dark defiance. Her name was Kate Thompson and she was ready to go to war.

Her voice pierced the still of the fetid summer afternoon: ‘Less rent, more repairs!’ Using her placard like a baton, she drummed out her anthem, causing a flock of pigeons roosting on the wash-house roof to flap into the skies in alarm.

‘Less rent, more repairs! Less rent, more repairs!’ More voices from the surrounding balconies and courtyard beneath joined the chant and soon the sound of the East End tribe pulsed off the dung-stained cobbles.

‘Go on, get out of it!’ Kate bellowed.

She lifted an arm as strong as a butcher’s hook and sent the hot potato sailing over the edge of the balcony in a perfect arc. It landed with ruthless accuracy right in the privates of an unsuspecting bailiff, who crashed to his knees on the floor of the courtyard.

Pandemonium broke out as the visiting landlord, Mr Smart, and his bailiffs were assailed from all sides. Ear-splitting howls filled the courtyard as they were set upon by an apron-clad army, pummelling them with their placards and pelting them with stale cakes from Mrs Selby’s grocery shop in the square. The women on the balconies above went wild, showering the men in rotten vegetables and insults. This was an East End sisterhood in action!

The landlord and his bailiffs beat a hasty retreat, followed by a crowd of hissing women and children as Kate offered up a final two-fingered salute from on high. Victory was theirs and the message was clear. Don’t mess with a matriarch!

The battle was the culmination of a two-week rent strike action, instigated by Bob Graves, secretary of the newly formed Quinn Square Tenants’ Association, but won by Kate and her female neighbours. Kate’s Bethnal Green address – 83 Quinn Square, Russia Lane – might sound exotic, but by August 1938, it was one of the most congested, densely populated slums in the East End of London. A place so notorious, policemen would only go there in pairs, and each landing held an illegal gambling den.

None of the flats had their own water taps or toilets, so facilities on the landing were shared between four families. Wash houses were located on the roof and the women of the square had to drag their laundry up six flights or take it to the council wash house at York Hall. The walls crawled with bugs and the damp caused the plasterwork to drop from the bulging ceiling. Not one flat contained a cupboard to put food or clothing in, not that there was much to store in any case.

Outside, the air was ripe; manure, meat and asphalt mixed with sour putrescence from the rubbish chutes. The proud women of the square waged war on dirt, taking it in turns to scrub the communal spaces and toilets daily with carbolic, but with just one tap between four families, staying clean was a challenge.

Perhaps that’s why Russia Lane had its own bathing centre, known as a Personal Cleansing Station, where children would go to be deloused and treated for ‘The Itch’. The residents of the buildings would conduct regular smoke-outs to kill bed bugs, and they would also try to control the spread by blowtorching the window frames and doorposts to burn the bugs which lined the crevices. But the vermin of Russia Lane were invincible and great breeders, so they fought a losing battle.

The high, soot-stained walls of Quinn Square concealed over 246 flats, built around a central square, housing large families crammed into every available square inch. Despite their ferocious efforts to keep it clean, many lived in a dilapidated tenement. Residents reported broken steps, lavatory doors with no locks and broken facilities in the wash house. It may have been a slum, but to Kate and her nine children, it was home: a place where poverty was tempered by the richness of community life, and where neighbours were as close as family.

Kate was born in September 1880 in Poplar, East London. Queen Victoria was on the throne, and the empire still had muscle. In the East End, though, the unlit streets and alleys were narrow and horizons were as low as the smoking chimney pots. Hopes were eroded by brutal poverty, and every day was a bitter fight for survival.

Like so many others born into poverty, Kate was respectable; a respect which came not from money or social class, but from conduct and a deeply ingrained pride. Perhaps it was this sense of pride that gave her the will to fight harder than any man. Or maybe it stemmed from a determination to always, at any cost, protect her family, for beneath the corseted bosom, beat a heart consumed with familial love.

At the age of eighteen, Kate married a cooper (barrel-maker) by the name of William Thompson, and moved to Bethnal Green, where she bore him seven sons and two daughters. Kate is believed to have lost one son that I know of. Infant mortality rates were petrifyingly high and there was a heartbreaking saying offered up to a mother when a new baby arrived: ‘Has it come to stay?’

According to the electoral register, Kate was registered to vote from as early as 1923: unusual for those times. Women had been given the vote only five years earlier and even then, it was only for women over thirty whose husbands were householders. Perhaps it was an interest in politics that led her to insist on her right to a decent standard of living, or perhaps it was the other way around. Either way, when the landlord informed them he was increasing their rent, he overstepped the line.

Far from being an acquiescent victim, Kate and over 200 other residents promptly formed a Tenants’ Association and, helped by the Stepney Tenants’ Defence League, flatly refused to pay their rents until the landlord, Mr Smart – or Crafty Old Smartie, as he was known – reduced them to more reasonable levels and made repairs. Kate was not a woman who sought out trouble, but if it knocked on her door, she was not one to shy from a fight. So, with an iron will, the withholding of rent and an instinctive understanding of the value of solidarity and community, Kate and her neighbours scored a victory for the working-class underdogs of Quinn Square. The landlord acceded to their demands to lower the rent and carry out repairs, and the case for arrears of rent made history, paving the way for success for other Tenants’ Associations.

Kate and her neighbours were not alone in their protest that smouldering summer. In the late 1930s, rent strikes were breaking out all through the East End, in defiance of the notorious ‘slum lords’. After their success, the floodgates were opened and strikes spread to all areas of London, then to municipal tenants across the United Kingdom.

Kate’s success in the strikes solidified her role as the matriarch of Quinn Square, a woman called upon to care for the sick, help birth the babies and lay out the dead, whose advice and counsel were sought out by the younger women of the square. When the Second World War broke out a year later, there was no reaching for the smelling salts; it was just another fight to be endured. Rationing and poverty were nothing new to the women of the square, who knew how to feed huge families on sixpenny stews. When incendiary bombs landed on the roof during the Blitz, they were calmly extinguished, and Kate did what she did best: brewed a pot of tea and got on with it.

Which makes what happens next all the more bewildering …

Let us walk by Kate’s side through the rain-lashed and blacked-out streets of Bethnal Green in March 1943. It’s 8.17 p.m. on a dark, wet Wednesday evening, and the air-raid sirens are wailing, but neither Kate, nor any of the hundreds of East Enders seeking shelter at Bethnal Green Underground, are panicking. This is a well-rehearsed routine, performed nightly during the Blitz. Indeed, there is time to down a glass of her favourite Porter malt beer and pull her fur collar round her neck before leaving the Black Horse pub and heading down the Tube, her patched-up boots matching the slap of hundreds of feet against wet concrete. It is busy. Despite having a local resident’s shelter ticket, which entitles her to one of the 5,000 bunks, she wonders if she will get a spot to sleep.

Outside the stairway to the Tube, three buses rumble to a halt, delivering more bodies into the sticky darkness. The crowds intensify. Kate feels breath, hot against her neck, and the press of bundles of bedding pushed into the small of her back. She feels uneasy.

A baby cries, its angry wail rising over the air-raid siren. But then another, less familiar noise screams through the darkness. After three and a half years of war, her ears are tuned to the nuances of aerial bombardment. She can distinguish a Jerry plane from a British one, but this is like no sound she has ever heard before. A vibration ripples beneath her feet at terrifying speed, leaving her ears ringing. The crowd freezes, fearing some new sinister method of warfare. The baby’s cries stop abruptly. A sickening moment of silence.

‘It’s a bomb!’ shrieks a lone voice.

The weight of hundreds of bodies trying to get to safety through the small shelter entrance sucks the breath from her body. Kate is picked clean off her feet and propelled at astonishing speed towards the steps underground. Helpless, she twists this way and that to free herself, but she is wedged solid and trapped.

As she reaches the top of nineteen slippery steps which lead to the Underground, a dim twenty-five-watt bulb casts a flickering light over a hellish image. The woman carrying the crying baby has tripped and is sprawled at the bottom of the steps in a stairwell, frantically trying to shield her baby from the surge of people racing underground.

‘Stop! Go back!’ Kate orders over the roar, but then she too is falling helplessly, faster, faster into the seething pit of flailing bodies. Before she can get back up, others fall over her. The pile-up causes a domino effect. The crush of people frantically trying to get underground only adds to the chaos. Soon the steps are a writhing mass of men, women and children.

Kate is pinned to the wet concrete floor, waiting to be rescued. At first, it’s the indignity of it all, her hat is dislodged and her stays dig painfully into her flesh, but as the enormous crush grows more suffocating, a more terrible thought dawns on her.

Panic builds and desperate cries for help rend the air. All around her, limbs are tangled into impossible shapes, there are muffled groans, hair chokes her mouth and nostrils. Above her, shoes sail through the air, and every now and again, a pair of hands reaches down to pluck a body from the pit.

But there’s no salvation for Kate. Not this time. The bodies above her are too tightly interlaced, five, no, six people deep. A snapping of ribs. Her eyes bulge. A low moan escapes her lips. The woman on top of her who had been clutching her child protectively now squeezes the life from her. The child’s face turns purple as the oxygen slowly leaches from her lungs.

Then, silence. In that moment, Kate knows. In her life she has fought many things: grinding poverty, the Depression, rent strikes, disease, slum lords, corruption, discrimination, the class system, fascism, indiscriminate bombing … This is one fight she will not win.

And so we must leave Kate here.

Her death aged sixty-two on a small, damp stairway in one of the Second World War’s biggest civilian disasters was quickly hushed up under the Official Secrets Act by a wartime government desperate to avoid news of the scandal falling into the enemy’s hands. It was deemed bad for morale. But 173 people – 62 of them children – were crushed to death, most of them within thirty seconds. The sights of that dark night were simply unimaginable. Air Raid Precaution wardens worked alongside housewives and Boy Scouts to save the injured. Bodies were piled into anything with wheels – ambulances, barrows and carts – and were rushed to Bethnal Green Hospital or the Queen Elizabeth Hospital for Children, until news filtered back that there was no more room and the dead were laid out in the corridor. Others were taken to the crypts of nearby churches or laid out on the pavement by the railings of Barmy Park. Authorities moved quickly, washing down the steps, removing the bodies and ordering those that witnessed it to say nothing.

By the time a creeping grey dawn slid through the streets, the only way you could guess at the catastrophic loss of life was by the neat pile of damp shoes stacked by the entrance and a broken pram discarded nearby. Death had visited and its stench hung heavy in the air.

There was no enemy bomb in Bethnal Green that day. The Government had been testing new anti-aircraft rockets from a recently installed Z Battery in nearby Victoria Park. They had neglected to tell local residents. The enforced silence just compounded the survivors’ feelings of guilt. Rescuers’ hair turned grey overnight; whole families were torn apart at the loss of all those children.

I lament Kate’s passing too. As I imagine her last gasped breaths for air on that staircase, I feel my chest tighten with a deep sadness. It seems inconceivable that the life of a woman who had the spirit to take on bullies and fight for the repressed could be snuffed out in a hushed-up accident. She was the lynchpin of her community, the heartbeat of her buildings. Not famous, not even a footnote in the history of the Second World War, she is, to all intents and purposes, a forgotten woman in a forgotten tenement. But to me, she is an ordinary woman who led an extraordinary life. A life that should be celebrated, not silenced.

It might sound odd that I should grieve for a woman I do not know and whose own life ended a full thirty-one years before I came into the world. But that’s where history is a great connector. For when I saw her name – my name – on a memorial to the dead, I felt an instant, emotional connection to this woman, and the quest to find out more about my namesake has led me on a journey in which I have uncovered the lives of some remarkable East End women.

I have sat in countless front rooms, community group lounges, church group bingo and coffee mornings – even tea dances – letting cups of tea grow cold as I listened, rapt, to some hair-raising stories. The more I listened and learnt, the more I realised, in some ways, Kate isn’t dead. Her spirit lives on in her sisterhood of East End women.

I discovered the enormous richness and complexity of working-class life, and the plethora of roles women undertook before the formation of the welfare state institutionalized them. Every street had its own Kate, its own matriarch, who acted as the unofficial leader. The East End, in common with all working-class communities, was a fiercely matriarchal society. Women in crossover aprons and button-down boots were the beating heart of the East End. They ruled the cobbles, kept the children fed, birthed the babies of the street when there was no midwife to call out, and conversely laid out the dead, while intervening in disputes and acting as moneylenders and marriage counsellors. The war only added an extra layer of armour to their strength.

‘My mum Flo was only four foot eight, but I saw her punch a man down three flights of stairs for slapping me when I was a kid,’ recalls eighty-three-year-old Ron from Russia Lane. ‘She lost a sister Rhoda in the Tube disaster in ’forty-three, another sister Maud was decapitated by a lorry in the blackout in ’forty-five and her son Teddy died of TB in ’forty-six. She was so grief-stricken she lost all her hair, but she never gave up the fight. The war brought out the strength in women.’

East Ender Denise – whose own mum was the street matriarch as well as being a mother to seven girls – sums it up like this: ‘Every turning had one, she was the “go-to” woman when something needed sorting. If a woman fell behind on her rent, Mum would step in and negotiate with the rent collector to stop her being evicted. If there were ever any dodgy-looking men hanging about, she’d see ’em off. If there was trouble, Mum sorted it. Baby needed delivering or aborting, Mum was the one the local girls turned to. She even got involved if a husband was wanting too much sex from his wife! She was a midwife, nurse, social worker, citizens advice bureau and neighbourhood watch rolled into one.’

It would seem that there was always a tough old bird like Kate on hand.

My 1940s namesake was a far stronger, better lady than me. Indeed, it would appear that a love of a fur collar is about all we have in common. I wish I had one ounce of her strength and common sense. Learning about her grim death on that bleak staircase was a catalyst. I became obsessed with this magnificent breed of womanhood, and found myself wondering why we don’t have those sorts of figures in our communities any more when, it strikes me, we need them more than ever.

I became determined to seek out the last remaining matriarchs, to uncover these shadowy women, chief females, or so-called ‘aunties’ who have been on the fringes of all the major events in history. I have uncovered the forgotten victims, the unsung heroines, and even those who faced public condemnation and prison for the illegal services they performed. All the glorious richness and diversity of East End life is here. From villains and heroes, to crusading nuns and fascist fighters, with an EastEnders actress and a Pearly Queen thrown into the mix. There’s even a group of stripping pensioners that make the Calendar Girls look like Mary Whitehouse. A potent cocktail!

Their lives and stories aren’t always pretty; they are hair-raising, shocking, painful, ugly and incongruous with our pampered lives. But they are always thought-provoking. And now, I’d like to share them with you. This book isn’t just a social history; it’s a celebration of the matriarch and an exploration of the ways in which forgotten working-class women have contributed towards the diverse economic, political and cultural shaping of the East End of London.

The title is The Stepney Doorstep Society but it could just as well be called the Whitechapel, Bethnal Green, Poplar, Bow, Spitalfields, Shoreditch, Aldgate, Hoxton or Wapping Society. Every single East End neighbourhood had its own strong female collective, a group of women whose influence extended beyond their own doorsteps, to the doorstep of any woman in the community who needed their help. I am sure the same is true of any working-class area of Great Britain.

I am not a historian, or an academic. Instead, I am a journalist, ghostwriter and novelist. To feel my way into an experience of the past and make sense of it, I seek stories, not statistics. All the women in this book have an extraordinary thirst for life and an infectious energy. They continue to march the streets of their beloved neighbourhood with their Zimmer frames and trolleys, patrolling their turf like an army of proud pensioners. They draw from many different religious backgrounds and cultures – some Jewish, some Catholic, some Church of England and others proudly atheist, refusing to believe God exists after all they have seen – but common elements bind them. They have all worked extremely hard all their lives, they have all outlived their husbands by some considerable time, and all are proud to be born either within the sound of the Bow Bells, or in strong working-class communities. Indeed, Marie, who features in Chapter Two, told me that when her granddaughter bought a lovely house out in Essex, complete with a granny flat for her, she enquired whether it came with a shovel.

‘Why?’ her granddaughter asked, puzzled.

‘Because the only way you’ll get me to live out here is if you hit me over the head with a shovel, then bury me in the garden with it!

‘The only way I’m leaving the East End is in a box,’ she sniffed starchily, her steely blue eyes glittering with a fierce determination. This staunch devotion towards the East End, coupled with a bone-dry wit, is another thread which binds the women I’ve met.

When I first met ninety-one-year-old Kathy from Bethnal Green, she took great pride in telling me about East Enders’ reaction to the Blitz, and how her dad saved Bethnal Green Town Hall after it caught fire when an incendiary bomb dropped on the roof. She also took great delight in handing me something in soft white wool from her knitting bag at the end of the interview. How sweet, I thought. She’s knitted something for my baby son. On closer examination, it turned out to be not a pair of baby booties, but a willy warmer! Kathy and her pal Vera took one look at my shocked face and fell about.

‘We must’ve knitted fifty or more of them over the years, babe,’ said Vera, wiping her eyes with laughter. I got the train home with a home-made willy warmer and an expanded mind.

Teaming up with the newly launched East End Women’s Museum, we are determined to take these forgotten women by the apron strings and pull them from black-and-white into dazzling multicolour, and in doing so, pay homage to the extraordinary and instinctive way they have dealt with their lot in life. The Museum shares my goal. Put simply, to celebrate and amplify the voices of East End women. The women the history books forgot.

This feels like a timely place to mention all the women who I didn’t get to interview. Those East End women who didn’t reach extreme old age, who were damaged, scarred and altered, perhaps not for the better, by the Depression, by the war, by life … for there must be legions. This book is about remembering all real women, dead and alive.

The matriarchs in this book are the last generation of East End women with intimate knowledge of what it takes to survive poverty and wars in the days before the welfare state. There is a yawning gulf between their experience and ours. Born into the first half of the twentieth century, they have something revealing to say, which can inform our lives today. Not only that, but they are important. Their enormous wealth of social history will die with them, as will their unique, no-nonsense insights into how to live a simpler, happier life. They did not expect many pleasures out of life, so those that they did have were all the sweeter, and enjoyed to the full.

‘We didn’t have a lot, but what we did have, we shared,’ is something I’ve heard countless times from the mouths of East End women, along with: ‘We was all one.’

So let’s not waste time. Come and join me on a journey back in time. Let us delve the back streets, prowl the lamp-lit alleys and walk the narrow tenement corridors. Let us catch a glimpse of the matriarch feeding her family by candlelight, rolling up her sleeves to bring new life into the world or silently laying out the dead. Let us sit at her knee and observe her thrift and ingenuity. Let us imbibe her remedies, recipes and pearls of wisdom. Above all, let us learn from the courageous way she took on the Second World War.
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1. War Is Brewing, 1936

Beatty’s Remedy

Vinegar dabbed on brown paper and placed on the forehead is a good natural alternative for painkillers if you have a headache. Vinegar is a great cure-all and has been used since ancient times for everything from a sore throat to skin conditions. Try mixing a tablespoon of apple cider vinegar with a teaspoon of honey in warm water and drinking twice a day.

Marie’s Remedies

Calamine lotion for itches, bites and skin conditions.

Sugar and water makes a great hairspray.

Rose petals and glycerine for a face cream.

My father was a great believer in the power of Vicks. He used to rub it everywhere: feet, chest and back. He would rub it on the soles of my feet until they were sore, but trust me, it don’t half shift a nasty cold!

Beatty’s Recipe

Chicken Soup

Bone broth has been declared a superfood in recent years. Containing natural probiotics, it’s believed to improve gut health, leading to overall well-being and health, something Beatty and her family have known for centuries, of course. Beatty’s mother was similar to many of her contemporaries and used up every part of the animal bar the squeak. ‘Economy is the route to wisdom,’ as the old saying goes.

Sprinkle salt over your chicken (must be a fowl, and ideally a boiler chicken if you can find one) and leave it for 30 minutes. Set aside the liver. Wash the chicken in water.

Add chopped onion, garlic, carrot and potherbs. Root vegetables are also good to add, particularly something called petrushka, or parsley root, if you can get hold of it.

Poach it in a pan of salted boiling water for two hours, skimming off the scourge as it cooks.

After two hours, the chicken should just fall off, shred it and set aside for a separate meal.

You can drink the broth with a little salt and lemon juice, or add vermicelli noodles or dumplings to make it more substantial.

Chicken liver is delicious chopped, fried with salt, pepper and onion and served with an egg. A cheap and nutritious meal.

Beatty’s Pearls of Wisdom

If you’re going to moan, moan alone.

His face was twisted into a mask of pure hatred. From the tips of his black jackboots, to the brim of his black cap, he convulsed with anger.

‘Go. Home. Yid,’ he sneered, unbuckling his heavy metal belt.

Drawing herself up to her full height of five foot six, it dawned on her – she didn’t stand a chance. She was just nineteen, but what Beatty Inderstein lacked in strength, she made up for in chutzpah.

‘I. Am. Home,’ the seamstress retorted, jutting her chin out and meeting his gaze with defiant grey eyes.

A vein in his temple pulsed dangerously as he whipped his belt off, ‘Why you …’

Beatty wasn’t sticking around to hear the rest. She took to her toes and ran with all her might. Deep into the maze of alleys that separated Bethnal Green from the teeming tenements of Whitechapel she plunged, her heart thundering against her ribs. Behind her, his jackboots pounded over the cobbles, breath hot on her neck as the tip of his metal buckle licked painfully at her back.

Oh, Beatty. How you going to explain this to Mum? she thought as she dodged an old lady selling grated horseradish from the side of the street.

‘Go on, clear out, you lousy lot! We don’t want your sort round here,’ yelled the old woman, hurling a specked apple at the man’s retreating back. ‘Go on, gal, you can outrun him!’

‘Your mouth to God’s ear,’ Beatty muttered grimly, leaping over some nippers playing gobs in the gutter and running for dear life.

With a last-ditch burst of speed, she flung herself round a corner and ducked into a doorway. He thundered past and she slid down the wall in relief. She had escaped her tormentor. This time.

A lone gull wheeled overhead as Beatty pulled down her cloche hat and, keeping to the shadows, ran back to her buildings.

What had Beatty done to unleash such raw hatred in the stranger? Simple. She was Jewish. It mattered not that she was born in the East End, nor that she toiled daily in a tailoring factory and contributed towards her community. To him, she was an alien. Dirt.

By the time Beatty reached her neighbourhood, dusk had settled over the chimney pots of Goulston Street and Petticoat Lane, the skies hazy with smoke. Market stalls covered with everything from live eels to hot chestnuts glistened under the hissing oil lamps and braziers being lit as darkness descended along the Lane.

There was nowhere on earth like Petticoat Lane. Anyone could make a living ‘Dahn The Lane’, as it was affectionately known, and Beatty never tired of it. Here, an escapologist bound in chains thrilled the assembled crowd; there, a travelling pedlar pushed cures for all from glass bottles. In and amongst them, Irish and Jewish housewives squeezed fruit, eyes bright and beady for a bargain. Unplucked chickens hung from the shop awnings. Birds in cages, rabbits too.

Such a sociable squash of street vendors could certainly stir up a soupy cloud of smells: salt beef, fish and spices, vinegar, manure and over-ripe fruit assaulted the senses. Free entertainment? Not much. What other street had the famous music hall act Wilson, Keppel and Betty doing their ‘sand dance’ – a soft-shoe routine performed on a layer of sand, mimicking poses from Egyptian tomb paintings – alongside the barrel organ player?

Whitechapel! The place Beatty loved best, welcoming waves of immigrants even before the French Huguenots fled persecution in the late seventeenth century. Where else but here could you find dairies nestled alongside synagogues, breweries and bell foundries? It was a self-contained area; everything you needed all right here nestled in this vibrant, clamorous quarter of London. Whitechapel High Street was a cornucopia of Jewish artistry. Hyman Koranstay the furrier was nestled alongside Miss Filschstein the corset maker and Abraham Sirotkin the bookbinder. They worked hard, but they got by.

Stepping into the courtyard of Brunswick Buildings, deep in the heart of the Jewish East End, she felt her pulse finally begin to steady. The pavements were marked with dusty hopscotch pitches, the lamp posts hung with ropes, but the children were all inside now, called in for teas of bread and jam or, if they were lucky, a nice piece of fried fish from Fat Annie’s at the top of Vallance Road. Over the hiss of gas lamps, the sizzle of frying fish filled the courtyard, its comforting aroma curling sweetly into the brackish air.

The buildings, constructed in 1886, might have housed the poorest of the poor, but they bore the hallmark of the proudest breed of Irish and Jewish women. The women of Brunswick Buildings didn’t always agree on the way a woman should behave. Some of the old Irish ladies thought nothing of taking their vegetables to the pub to peel. Formidable women in wrap-over aprons with yellow snuff stains under their noses, they would sit outside their doors shelling peas and calling out to their neighbours over a forest of flapping linen. Beatty’s mother and her friends, on the other hand, would sooner die than be seen entering a public house.

But, as the now-infamous saying goes, there was more to unite them than divide them, and Jewish and Irish alike were bound by a fierce pride in their homes and their children. Every doorstep in the building gleamed from having been scrubbed with a hearthstone, and the windows were polished to a high shine with newspaper and vinegar. To the women of Brunswick Buildings, pride came before poverty.

Brunswick Buildings was Beatty’s territory and she loved the sense of belonging she felt every time she came home. But how sad to have territories in the first place, invisible boundaries that couldn’t be crossed. Beatty’s eyes strayed up the side of a soot-stained wall and she felt a cold fist close over her heart. Daubed in white paint, right next to an advert urging people to SMOKE PLAYERS ‘NAVY CUT’ CIGARETTES was another message: DOWN WITH THE JEWS.

Sighing, she trudged up the grey stone steps to home, her head spinning. The violence on the streets and now this! Why couldn’t people just let decent folk be? Where would it all end?

To a young Jewish woman like Beatty Inderstein, East London in 1936 was a dangerous and volatile place to live. Fascist blackshirts prowled the streets looking for trouble, armed with brickbats and home-made weapons. Fuelled by rhetoric from Oswald Mosley, leader of the British Union of Fascists, they had one mission only – to rid the streets of people like her. Until 1935, Mosley had been nothing but a peculiar, moustached aristocrat, spinning the tired old line that all Jews were bad landlords and thieves, or ran prostitution rackets, but in February 1936, he changed the name of his party to the British Union of Fascists and National Socialists, indicating a shift from his allegiance to Mussolini’s ideas, towards Hitler.

Across the Channel, armies of men were marching Adolf Hitler to power, and you didn’t have to be a genius to see another war was brewing. Beatty’s Jewish neighbours worked hard to dispel Mosley’s anti-Semitic propaganda, but there were plenty of people in neighbouring Bethnal Green and Shoreditch who were desperate enough to fall for his fiery and flamboyant oratory.

Mosley had fixed the East End of London firmly in his sights. Poverty and anger were flourishing in those quarters and young unemployed men and women were looking for a target for their anger. Mosley provided it.

Scarcely a day passed now without a Jewish stallholder down Watney Market having his livelihood trashed, or a brick sailing through a synagogue window. But to Beatty, it was the threat of violence, the fear of what was to come, that worried her the most.

Taking off her hat and smoothing down her hair, Beatty opened the door to her two-room flat, straight into the lounge that also served as kitchen and dining room. She gazed sadly at her mother, Julia, huddled over a small gas stove, enveloped in a cloud of steam, stirring a pot of beans and barley. A powerful twinge of protectiveness plucked at her heart. Life had not been kind to the Inderstein family.

Fleeing the Russian pogroms, her father’s parents had come to Britain, along with thousands of other immigrants, seeking sanctuary, peace and employment in the burgeoning rag and furniture trades of Whitechapel, Bethnal Green and Stepney. By the early 1930s, an estimated 183,000 Jews lived in London, with over 52 per cent of them squeezed into the borough of Stepney. They were lured with the promise of lucrative work and comfortable accommodation, but the reality was sixteen-hour shifts in a sweatshop, six days a week, to feed their families. Home was usually a small portion of a divided-up slum or tenement, with kids sleeping four or more to a bed.

Casual employment meant that many Jews were the first to be affected when the Depression kicked in. By 1932, unemployment in Britain peaked at nearly three million and inevitably hit the working class first. Men fought down at the docks for a day’s work, children queued outside the Jewish Soup Kitchen, and mothers begged shopkeepers for food on tick. The only place that continued a roaring trade was the pawnbroker’s. There was no peace to be found now, unless, as Beatty’s best friend, Millie, joked, you counted the food.

‘A little piece of this, a small piece of that!’ she’d say, rolling her eyes and throwing up her hands, just like she’d seen the street gossips do. Millie was a funny, sparky girl who had been Beatty’s partner in crime whenever they played marbles and gobs round the buildings. That was until Millie’s father had lost his job, and overnight, they’d been forced to do a moonlight flit. His misfortune spelled the end of their friendship and Beatty had not seen her funny friend in years. Here today, gone tomorrow was the means of survival for so many poor souls.

Happily for Beatty and her two older sisters, Rebecca and Esther, their father had steady employment as a night watchman at Spitalfields fruit and vegetable market. Israel Inderstein was a strong, barrel-chested bear of a man with a luxuriant moustache and smiling eyes, a man who was the breadwinner, but thought nothing of rising early to shine his daughters’ shoes before work.

From the moment Beatty came into the world on the seventh day of the seven month, 1917, as German Gotha bombers flew overhead, it became immediately obvious that she was her father’s favourite.

‘Go down and buy the beigels, Beatty,’ he’d grin, chucking her cheek as the cries of the early-morning seller drifted up from the cobbled street outside.

‘You’re a bright girl. Work hard and the future is yours for the taking,’ he promised her. ‘Life is what you make it, my girl.’

Not wanting to let him down, Beatty worked hard at her studies at Gravel Lane School in Houndsditch, excelling in housewifery. Her father worked hard; her mother filled their home with the scent of stew and soup, and competed with the neighbours to have the cleanest step. Julia was a quiet, unassuming woman who considered it fast to wear lipstick and scent. Her only ambition was to ensure the comfort of her family and be a loyal and steadfast wife. Their home was filled with laughter.

Until the day Israel Inderstein didn’t come home.

How could a man as strong as he drop down dead aged forty-four? A stroke, doctors at Vallance Road Hospital told her mother. But, aged thirteen, this made no sense to Beatty. The death of her beloved father left her broken-hearted and rudderless. Overnight, life had changed. The tight fingers of poverty wrapped themselves around her mother’s neck. Julia was forced to leave their home and get a job making cigars at Godfrey & Phillips in Commercial Street, her elder daughters soon following her into work in the many tailoring and garment factories that clustered around Whitechapel.

The bright future Beatty’s father had predicted seemed to slip further away when she got a job, aged fourteen, in a dressmaking firm in Alie Street. She went from being a schoolgirl on a Friday to a working woman on the Monday. But even being able to contribute five shillings a week to the household income didn’t assuage the deep sense of frustration. Within days of starting her first job laying out silk, it became obvious that Beatty didn’t have her sisters’ nimble fingers.

‘You’ve a very heavy hand. I’ve no room for a klutz,’ sighed the foreman as he sacked her.

‘This is all I’m good for,’ she muttered days later, in her second job as an overlocker at Lottereys tailoring firm in Whitechapel, opposite the Rivoli Picture Palace. There Beatty was tasked with putting the buttons on to trousers with a machine. Within a week her eyes were raw and the billowing heat seemed to sap every last sensible thought from her head.

Only with an iron will and working sixteen hours a day, did the Inderstein women keep their heads above water. Their mother struggled but never revealed her fears to her daughters, and never allowed them to go to the Jewish Soup Kitchen. ‘I have my pride,’ she’d say. This deep pride that meant Beatty never came home to anything other than a cooked dinner. By scratching for every shilling and a thrift that enabled Julia to make four separate meals from one chicken, the family were surviving. Just.

‘Hello, Mum, got my wages,’ Beatty said, nailing on a smile as she pulled the brown-paper packet from her pocket.

Julia turned away from the stove, her brown eyes gentle, until she spotted Beatty’s snagged stockings.

‘Beatty!’ she exclaimed.

‘I met a blackshirt coming home,’ she confessed.

Her mother’s face darkened.

‘How many times must I tell you?’ she scolded, pointing her wooden spoon at her wayward daughter. ‘Those men are dangerous; you must avoid the streets where they meet. Stay away from them, you hear!’

‘But you should have heard the tripe he was spouting,’ Beatty protested.

‘I don’t care!’ Julia blazed. ‘Why can’t you go to a dance and meet a nice man like your sisters?’

Beatty glanced over to her elder sisters who were darning at the table, backs curled in concentration and, in that moment, she too wished she could be just like them. But she knew she wasn’t cut from that cloth. She wanted to be more than just a good Jewish baleboste, or homemaker. Dances bored her. Getting herself dolled up and joining the weekend procession along Aldgate to Whitechapel – as was the custom of all the young women seeking to catch the eye of a suitor – was dreary. She had a greater purpose in life than simply finding a husband. The problem was that she didn’t know what it was.

‘Who says what street I can and can’t walk through?’ she railed, burning with indignation. ‘Besides, I’m a lousy dancer, what else am I going to do?’

‘I don’t know where I got you from!’ Julia muttered, rolling her eyes and returning to her pot. ‘And give those stockings to your sister to darn; they’ll be more thread than silk at this rate.’

That night, as Beatty lay on her battered put-me-up, she pulled the coverlet over herself and listened to her sisters’ soft breathing in the darkness, their breath pooling in the cold air. The night was bitterly cold, the restless wind moaning in the chimney and rattling at the window frames. There’d be ice on the inside of the panes by morning.

The grief she still felt six years after her father’s death was like a dull ache clawing at her chest. He would have understood. He would have known exactly how to handle this mess.

The sounds of the night wrenched her from sleep: a baby’s cry in the rooms above, then the soft tread of its mother’s footsteps and a Yiddish lullaby drifting sweetly through the aged floorboards, followed by the cracking of glass and the distant crackling of a fascist amplifier.

Discrimination and hatred were seeping like poison through her neighbourhood. In that moment, she knew where she must go. She hated to defy her mother, especially after everything Julia had been through, but to Beatty, it was quite simple. Fascism should never be tolerated, and by continuing to ignore it, surely that was exactly what they were doing. It wasn’t enough to simply heckle soapbox racists any longer. She had to take a stronger stance. Her father’s voice drifted through the velvety darkness: Life is what you make it.

Fear, and if she were honest, excitement, began to build inside her. The East End was a hotbed of politics; you’d have to be blind not to see the communists and anti-fascists marching, the trade unions gaining in strength and rent strikes breaking out all over. Men and women were standing up for their rights, and Beatty needed to be a part of it. She’d spent too many hours sitting like a wallflower at the lonely edge of a dance floor. Her father’s death had been so cruel and meaningless. She needed some direction back in her life. Who wanted to be remembered for putting buttons on men’s trousers? She may not be able to foxtrot, but she could fight! As Beatty finally settled down to sleep, she had a feeling her father would approve.

‘Where are we going? To a dance?’ Beatty’s best mate, Ginnie, asked hopefully as they sped through the streets after work.

‘Not exactly,’ Beatty hedged, as she ducked down into Cable Street in Stepney.

The smell of sweated onions greeted them as they made their way along the long street, which sliced its way through the East End, linking the City to the docks. It was so narrow, you could shake hands with the person coming out of the shop opposite, and usually the air was thick with a yellowy consumptive fog. But this evening, a cooling breeze rolled in from the docks and Beatty relished the feel of it against her face. After twelve hours in a garment factory, the air felt heady with the promise of excitement.

She glanced about her, hoping no one who knew her mother would spot her. It was unlikely. God knows they were poor, but the folk who lived down Cable Street were there because they had nowhere else to go. At ground level, every building was either a workshop or a store, and the rooms above were crowded with poor families. The Jewish lived on the west side, the Irish in the east.

The street had started out as a ropewalk, where workers would twist giant lengths of hemp rope into cables for sailing ships, but by the early nineteenth century, had lost its respectability as a consequence of its proximity to the docks, the brothels and the rumoured opium dens. Pausing outside a shabby-looking building in Swedenborg Square, just off the main thoroughfare, Beatty knocked on the headquarters of the local anti-fascist party.

The door was opened by a man in a serge suit, and Beatty addressed him with as much confidence as she could muster.

‘We’d like to join.’

‘W–would we?’ stuttered Ginnie, glancing at her.

‘Yes, we would!’

‘Well, you better come in then,’ the man said.

Beatty didn’t know what she expected to see inside the down-at-heel building, but it was as diverse as her own neighbourhood. Men and women, some even younger than her, Labourites, Jews, Irish and communists, sat about smoking and chatting.

‘We are being made a scapegoat,’ complained a young tailor.

‘That’s right, what are the Jewish Board of Deputies doing to protect us?’ piped up another voice.

‘Pah!’ spat a striking young woman, blowing a stream of blue smoke into the air. ‘Nothing. The rich Jews will end up finding a compromise with fascism.’

Beatty listened intently as the anti-fascists bandied back and forth with ideas on how to fight back. It was an energetic, grass-roots response to the growing problem of fascism. Beatty was shocked to learn that the very bodies set up to support and represent them, like the Jewish Board of Deputies, were feigning indifference and trying to downplay the problem. But the biggest surprise was the social opportunities the club afforded. There were music and dances, slide shows, film clubs and even rambling weekends and picnics on offer, and she eagerly signed up to them all. But before picnics, came protesting.

‘We need to go and agitate, be a presence outside the Albert Hall at Mosley’s next rally,’ the speaker said at the end of the meeting. ‘Who’s coming?’

Beatty’s hand was up in a heartbeat. She left Cable Street with a fawn-coloured shirt, a red tie and a sense of purpose. In the build-up to the march, she felt a mounting sense of excitement.

Instinct told her not to tell her mother she was joining a protest march when the day dawned.

‘I’m just off to meet Ginnie,’ she said instead, shrugging on a coat over her new uniform. ‘We may walk up the West End.’ It wasn’t exactly a lie.

‘Get me a penn’orth of bones while you’re out, will you?’ her mother replied, raking in her purse for a few coppers. ‘And tell him to leave the meat on, I’m making a stew.’

‘All right, Mum.’ Beatty smiled, kissing her cheek, which was covered in a fine layer of soft, downy hair. She smelt faintly of cigars from a long day in the factory. Beatty hated lying to her mum, but Julia would never understand. Her world belonged here, caring for her family, but Beatty’s world was out there, in the clamour of the streets.

One hour later, marrowbone was the last thing on Beatty’s mind as she and Ginnie joined the enormous crowd of anti-fascists marching their way to the Albert Hall. What a sight! Flags and banners fluttered in the air over men and women, young and old. She spotted tailors and trade unionists, tram drivers and foremen, seamstresses and shop girls. The steady tramping of feet seemed to swell up inside her chest. A platoon of Jewish ex-servicemen with Union Jacks and medals marched in the thick of the crowd, faces grimly determined, as if they were off to fight another war. Beatty chanted and sang along with the crowd, until she and they were one, a more powerful being.

Excitement inched up her spine. This was what it meant to belong, to stand up for something you believed in. Every day in the factory, she felt as if more and more of her brain was slowly leaching away. But here, now, she felt for a few glorious moments that they had a voice outside the tenements and sweatshops. The pavements were choked with spectators, cheering them as they marched.

‘Good luck!’ called a workman repairing the tramway, unscrewing a turncock in the road and passing cool water to the marchers.

As the streets of the East End gave way to the West End, however, the reception cooled. Streets widened as minds narrowed. The stores here sold cashmere and tweed, not live poultry and beigels. The well-heeled pedestrians looked on in disdain with mean glances and tight whispers. A bucket of icy water thrown from a top window missed Beatty by yards. Even the shop-front mannequins seemed to stare out disapprovingly.

Well, blow the lousy bigots, thought Beatty. If they had people breaking their windows and terrorizing their streets, they’d have a thing or two to say!

As the Albert Hall hove into sight, the air thickened. A solid wall of blackshirts stood protectively flanking the entrance. From deep within the building, a roar of applause drifted out.

‘Hurrah! Hail Mosley! Mosley, Mosley!’

The chants of the anti-fascists rose up to meet them. ‘Out, fascists, out! Out, fascists, out! Out, fascists, out!’ Beatty and her comrades responded.

They came up against the blackshirts standing shoulder to shoulder outside, and skirmishes broke out all around. Then a door close to Beatty opened. A tiny, slender blonde woman in black slipped out. She shot them a chilly look before advancing into Hyde Park opposite.

‘You know who that is, don’t you?’ remarked the man nearest to Beatty. She shrugged.

‘Unity Mitford.’

Beatty had read all about the debutante in the papers, her supposed love affair with Hitler, and now seemingly her support for Oswald Mosley had drawn her back to London. This privileged young woman, and her burning passion for fascism, was alien to Beatty. She doubted whether Unity Mitford had ever done a decent day’s work in all her life, much less twelve hours in a factory. Nor did she think she, or the Mitford sisters, had ever had to pick the marrow out of a bone with a knitting needle in order to eat. If the fascist-lover thought she could slip away unnoticed, she could think again. Beatty followed a small crowd in pursuit and began to chase her across the park.

‘That’s it, run, fascist!’ taunted the crowd. For a slight girl, Unity Mitford certainly could run, and before long, she had disappeared from sight.

On the long walk back to the East End, it occurred to Beatty that politics had just become real. She may not have returned home with marrowbone, but she might just have found her backbone. Beatty made her excuses to her mother, a sense of self-preservation telling her it was wise not to divulge where she had really been.

After that, Beatty didn’t stop marching. The violence, the uncertainty, the poverty – it all seemed less potent with the knowledge that she was fighting a cause that she truly believed in. She read the newspapers, she was aware of what was happening to the Jews in Germany. This wasn’t just about politics; it was about principle and belief
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