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About the Book

In 1882, David Wildeblood, a 21-year-old from rural Norfolk, arrives in London to start work at the offices of a famous man. As an ‘inspector’ for Henry Marchmont’s hugely successful weekly The Labouring Classes of London, his job is to investigate the notorious slum of Somers Town, near the new St Pancras Station, recording house by house the number of inhabitants, their occupations and standard of living. By mapping the streets in this way, Marchmont intends to show the world the stark realities of poverty in its greatest city.


Befriended by Jo, a young coster, and his sister Roma, David comes to learn the slang of the hawkers and traders, sharpers and scavengers, magsmen and mobsmen, who throng the teeming byways of Somers Town. It is a place of Darwinian struggle for survival. And the deeper he penetrates the everyday squalor and destitution the more appalled he is by mounting evidence that someone is making a profit from people’s suffering.


A dinner at the Kensington home of his godfather Sir Martin Elder introduces him to Kitty, Elder’s only daughter, and to a cabal of prominent citizens who have been plotting a radical solution to the problem of London’s poor. David belatedly realises that a conspiracy is afoot. Passionate but reckless in his urge to uncover it he finds his life in danger, sustained only by the faithfulness of a friend and, ultimately, the love of a woman.


In The Streets Anthony Quinn reconstructs an unforgettable picture of Victorian London, encompassing the extremes of privilege and privation, from the baronial mansions of the rich to the ‘whited tombs’ of the slums. With shocking poignancy and pin-sharp detail he brings to life a world of terrible degradation, yet one redeemed by dark comedy, profound fellow-feeling and the enduring possibility of love.


About the Author

Anthony Quinn was born in Liverpool in 1964. Since 1998 he has been the film critic of the Independent. His first novel, The Rescue Man, won the Authors’ Club Best First Novel Award in 2009. His second novel, Half of the Human Race, was published in 2011.
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More helpful than all wisdom is one draught of simple human pity that will not forsake us.

The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot


1

Coats, shirts

IT WAS NEARLY half past six by the time I found Marchmont’s house, a prosperous terrace on the west side of Montagu Square. An amber softness glimmered behind the leaded fanlight. I had knocked, and was still busy cleaning my boot heels on the porch’s scraper when the door swung open and Rennert, his chief secretary, stood there, a vanishingly slender man whose spindly legs and beaky nose put me in mind of a heron. My breath plumed frostily as I bid him good evening. I had met this gentleman at the office, on the Monday I began my employment, and had already noted the shrewdness of his gaze as it swept the whole newsroom and almost instantly picked me out from the stragglers. Without a word he had crooked his finger, beckoned me over like a schoolmaster spotting the new boy in the assembly hall and coolly recited my instructions for the day.

Now, on the porch, those appraising eyes once again conducted a rapid inventory of my person, perhaps pausing to wonder why in such a climate – it was a bitter night in February – I had chosen not to wear a topcoat. With a jerk of his chin he admitted me to the high-ceilinged hallway, and the gas jets flared in their brackets from the sudden rush of cold I brought in. Following him down the hall, I happened to glance up the staircase and saw a girl, in a nightgown, watching us from the shadows. I did not yet know that Marchmont was, amongst other things, a father of six. Rennert led me into a reception room which evidently adjoined his master’s office, for through the closed double doors could be heard a booming laughter that I instinctively identified as Marchmont’s, though I had never had the acquaintance of the man before this evening. The laughter, full of rippling confidence, seemed to extend an invitation – no, an order – to join in, and by the sound of things his present company were eager to oblige him.

Rennert, who showed no sign of listening to the merriment next door, gestured for me to take a seat on the sofa. He noticed my shivering as I sat down and warmed my hands at the fire. These occasional Friday nights were meant, I gathered, to be ‘at-ease’ encounters between the guvnor (as Marchmont was known to everyone) and his team of inspectors, though my inward commotion of nerves at the prospect of being introduced could not be quite stilled. I had laid aside my small briefcase, which Rennert’s attentive eye now fell upon.

‘Your report is in there?’ he asked.

I nodded, and unlocking the clasp drew out a thin sheaf of loose foolscap, closely written in my sloping and rather blotchy script that made every vowel look identical. (I was at that time inclined to believe that a gentleman’s handwriting should not be altogether legible.) I handed them over and saw him frown as he riffled the pages. Without looking at me he said, ‘These are the notes you took today?’

‘No. They are – the whole week’s.’ He did look at me now. His lips started to purse, but he continued examining the contents. I shifted in my seat and stared down at my hands; I was once more transported back to the schoolroom.

Presently he raised his eyes again and said, ‘Rather exiguous for five days’ work.’ I wasn’t sure what ‘exiguous’ meant, but sensed it did not signify approval. He sighed, removed his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I take into account that this is your first week on the paper, and that the work can be . . . troublesome. But there is nonetheless a standard of reportage expected of our contributors, it requires a certain finesse –’

He was interrupted at this moment by the opening of the double-leafed doors and the emergence of two prefectorial young men, both bearded and trimly dressed, their bodies canted at a deferential angle to an older, larger fellow who swaggered urbanely between them and then paused on the threshold. This was Marchmont. Bobbing his head mischievously towards his departing guests, he muttered something about ‘do as my shirt does’. Bafflingly, they all exploded into laughter once more. With an exchange of ‘g’nights’ they were gone, and now Rennert stepped forward.

‘Sir. I have Mr Wildeblood here,’ he said.

‘Ah, the neophyte – come,’ boomed Marchmont, retreating into his office. We followed, and almost waded into the room’s conspiratorial fug of cigar smoke and alcohol. All was in affable disarray – the carpet speckled with smuts from the fire; bundles of paper totteringly stacked upon an ancient chaise longue; an unstoppered sherry decanter on a side table with smeared glasses; a chaotic desk which ‘the guvnor’ had just made even more untidy by throwing his short legs upon it. He was an odd-looking fellow, his stubby frame surmounted by a bald head as round and glazed as a toffee apple. Wisps of reddish-brown hair straggled over his ears. His fleshy nose and cheeks glowed pink from the sherry, and more than one chin spilled over his stand-up collar, but this dissolute aspect was counterpointed by dark little eyes that glinted with a hard, disconcerting curiosity. He was perhaps fifty, or slightly older.

Recalling the details of this introduction years later – Marchmont’s name has since become famous – it is not just the man himself who seizes my mind’s eye, it is the backdrop against which he sat. Across that entire wall stretched a map of London, vastly magnified, which would not have been unusual in itself but for the discrete blocks of colour that patched certain neighbourhoods of the city. These had been applied, I saw, from tiny pots of drawing ink ranged along a thin wooden shelf, itself suspended on string at waist height along the length of the wall. Parts of the map remained unmarked, but these were mostly on the city’s outskirts; towards the centre a motley of colours – navy, yellow, purple, pink and red, much red – began to cluster amongst the street patterns, lining the arterial roads, the fields and parks, the river and the canals. The effect was intricately pretty, like a mosaic, though what it signified I couldn’t say.

‘So . . .’ began Marchmont, expelling another noxious cloud of cigar smoke, ‘you’re Elder’s nephew –’

‘His godson, sir.’

‘– and you’ve been assigned to . . .?’

‘Somers Town,’ I said.

‘He’s had rather a slow start,’ Rennert said drily. Marchmont by a slight tilt of his head seemed to ask why, and, perceiving that he was not someone easily fooled, I told him the truth.

‘I had great difficulty in . . . understanding them, sir – the people, I mean. The slang they use is so very singular.’

At this he swung his legs off the desk and stood to face the map. He examined it for a few moments, and, without turning round, said, ‘So you have been mainly talking to market people – street sellers, hawkers, costermongers, that sort.’

I agreed that this was the case, for I had wandered for most of that week in the Brill, the market occupying the whole south-east end of Somers Town. When he enquired as to my impressions of it I thought immediately of the bustling narrow streets, all alike, and of the Sunday morning that I first became acquainted with the place. As you enter the Brill the market sounds are barely audible, but with each step a low hum, like that of a beehive, starts to gather; then, on turning a corner, a great tumult of voices assails you, as if you were standing in the sea and a monstrous wave had suddenly broken over your head. Before you the pavements are thronged with men and women, some talking and smoking, some hurrying about with their goods in bags and aprons, or else standing at carts and barrows heaped with vegetables – the cobbles are green with refuse leaves. But it is not only victuals for sale; here or there you find a magpie hoard of used articles, combs and cups, brass lamps, tinderboxes, candleholders, old jackets and trousers, fire irons, frying pans, knives and forks, boots, braces, hats, door knockers, key chains, and, in incalculable profusion, wretched ‘bits and bobs’ that one cannot imagine being bought once, let alone sold again. The din is astonishing, the stallholders’ cries grow so importunate that the noise seems to double in your ear, and on all sides you see a press of bodies, whether young girls carrying home jugs of beer and breakfast herrings, or boys sauntering about with pet terriers under their arms, or older men with pipes in their mouths, and any number of them playing cards or shove-ha’penny on the footpath.

These were Marchmont’s people, the object of his restless curiosity and the lifeblood of an investigation to which I was the latest recruit. For the last two years their habits, occupations and earnings had been chronicled in his weekly paper, The Labouring Classes of London, and sold to a horrified but fascinated public at bookstalls and railway stations for tuppence an issue. Marchmont, seated again, listened intently as I recounted my ventures into the Brill, nodding his head and occasionally chuckling at some detail or other. He took particular delight in the story of my being invited by certain gentlemen to play ‘three-up’, a game of chance that requires you to bet on all ‘heads’ or all ‘tails’ on three ha’pennies pitched into the air. I played five games straight –

‘And lost every one of them?’ asked Marchmont with a grin.

‘Yes. All five.’

‘Doubtless they saw you coming,’ he said, ‘and I assure you – they were no gentlemen.’ Behind me Rennert stifled a snort of amusement. I added that during the game the men’s talk was at its most impenetrable, and again Marchmont looked unsurprised. ‘Costermongers are notorious for their slang; they are always seeking an advantage, and essential to that end is a language only they understand. They use it to fool their street rivals – the Irish, the Jews.’

I replied that I was neither Irish nor Jewish, yet they were pleased to baffle me just the same.

‘You are a stranger to them. You know little of their ways. Therefore they would try to exploit your ignorance in a game of chance.’

‘Then perhaps you could enlighten me,’ I said, taking out the notebook from my breast pocket. ‘I recorded certain words and phrases that recurred in their speech . . .’ He settled back in his chair and spread forth his palms, as though to say, Be my guest. I found the page on which I had written them. ‘Yenep?’

‘A penny,’ he replied. ‘Money is often reduced to back slang. Rouf-yenep is fourpence. Net-yenep is tenpence, and so on.’

‘Top o’ reeb?’

‘Pot of beer.’

‘Cool him?’

‘Look at him.’

‘On doog?’

‘I think you can decipher that one.’

‘A couter?’ I said, trying to run the word backwards in my head.

‘A sovereign,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Not everything is reducible to the backwards rule. Gen, for some reason, is a shilling, and a bandy is a sixpence.’ He watched as I noted these translations, and I must have sighed a little, because his tone softened with a kind of pity. ‘Have patience. The language of the costers would take an outsider years to comprehend fully. You have been amongst them but a few days.’

I looked again at that cartographic marvel behind him; inwardly a question was forming. ‘Sir, may I ask – is the paper engaged in a philanthropic mission? Is that the purpose of our endeavours?’

Marchmont looked down, and joined the fingertips of each hand in a meditative arch. ‘How old are you, Mr Wildeblood?’

‘One-and-twenty, sir.’

‘This is your first time in London?’

‘It is.’

He absorbed this, then pointed to the most heavily inked portion of the map. ‘Behold the East End, where we began our project. Do you know the most signal fact our enquiries have uncovered? It is that nearly a third of its inhabitants live in a state of abject poverty. By this I mean they cannot raise the basic minimum – I calculate it at seventeen shillings a week – to cover the cost of rent and food for themselves and their dependants. In certain areas, such as the Old Nichol in Bethnal Green, the figure rises to over eighty per cent. Just consider – eight in ten inhabitants of that vicinity are paupers. But we are beginning to discover something even more extraordinary. Since broadening our field of interest to Blackfriars, to Holborn and Drury Lane, to Borough, to Southwark – and to Somers Town – we are learning that the East End is by no means exceptional in its state of destitution. Some years ago, when I put an estimate of the city’s poor at three hundred thousand, I was abused and derided – people were angry, dismissed it as “provocation”. But all the evidence thus far suggests I was too cautious – the number is likely to be closer to eight hundred thousand! Now, to answer your question, even if it were desirable to offer philanthopic relief to the poor, we have not the resources to do so. Our motive is not paternalism, or socialism, or radicalism –’

‘Then . . . what is it?’

‘Why, it is journalism. We go through these neighbourhoods, street by street, house by house, and in so doing we glean a systematic and impartial understanding of the causes and conditions of poverty.’

‘But . . . if we expose the reality of those conditions, to whom will be the benefit?’

Marchmont frowned. ‘My dear boy – the benighted public, of course! The efforts of Mr Dickens notwithstanding, the world of the London poor is a terra incognita, as remote to most people as those tribes that dwell at the ends of the earth. By our endeavours the public will learn precisely the nature of this great capital of ours, where the beggar and the banker rub along cheek by jowl. They will learn that slums exist a mere six hundred yards from the gates of the Palace of Westminster, that a few minutes’ walk will take them from a club in Pall Mall to a dosshouse in the Seven Dials. We shall present a survey the like of which has never before been seen.’

I was still unsure as to how this might alleviate the plight of our subjects, but I didn’t wish to deflate his transport of rhetorical fervour. Instead I gestured at the map. ‘The different colours – what do they mean?’

At this point Rennert stood up and tapped his watch in signal to Marchmont, but the latter held forth his palms as though to hush him. ‘Each designates a class of living, which you will learn as you proceed. But in Somers Town, you will encounter no more than three. The purple streets indicate a mixture of poor artisans and the respectable lower orders. The dark blues signify an impoverished class living from hand to mouth – widows, deserted wives and children, casual labourers – who might be raised from poverty by hard work. The red—’ and here he paused – ‘the red streets are home to loafers and criminals, street Arabs, society’s dregs. They are, you might say, the outcast poor – beyond reform. You will become well acquainted with the type.’ He looked challengingly at me. ‘Do you recoil at such a prospect?’

I considered this for a moment, and answered him, ‘Not at all.’

The decisiveness of my tone surprised him, for hitherto I must have seemed to him diffident, and probably ignorant. At that moment a knock sounded at the door and a servant put her head round the jamb.

‘Sir, Mrs Marchmont asked if you would bid the children goodnight before you go.’

‘Indeed I will!’ he cried, and hoisted himself from his chair. ‘See that the carriage is brought round, Dawkins. Arlington Street.’ He was suddenly all business, locking his desk, re-stoppering the sherry decanter, tucking a cigar case into his pocket, and muttering in a distracted way to Rennert. It seemed that I had been momentarily forgotten about, for his only concern was to find the store of ‘blunt’ he had secreted, and he indulged a good deal of head-scratching and pocket-patting over its whereabouts. (I deduced from this that blunt was a slang word for money.) When Rennert blithely pulled open the lower drawer of his own desk and produced a sheaf of banknotes, Marchmont almost shouted his delight.

‘Baccarat night, you see,’ he said with a wink, splaying the notes into a fan. ‘And these fellows are sticklers for ready money – you can’t write ’em a cheque!’

I tagged along behind as they sauntered out of the office and into the hallway. Marchmont, not one for ceremony, shook my hand and bounded up the stairs, evidently keen to have done with his paternal duties and make haste to his card night. I was left once more in the company of Rennert, who, opening the door and blowing his cheeks at the cold, turned another of his beady looks on me.

‘This is no night to be without an overcoat.’ I nodded agreement, and made a comical grimace. He continued to stare at me. ‘Do you have an overcoat?’

I admitted that I did not, and his expression mingled pity with the smallest flicker of exasperation. ‘You collected your pay at the office this evening?’

‘I was informed that payments would be delayed – registration and so forth . . .’

He nodded, and said, ‘Should you manage not to take chill and die over the weekend, come to my office first thing on Monday morning.’

I thanked him, though I didn’t know what for, and stood on the step ready to leave. But something came back to me at that moment, and I said, ‘One other thing, sir. A phrase Mr Marchmont used this evening, just as those two other gentlemen were leaving his office – something about “do as my shirt does”. I have heard this before. What does it mean?’ I remembered the explosive laughter it had provoked, and now I saw in Rennert’s pale eyes a sardonic gleam that was perhaps the nearest this sombre man ever came to amusement.

‘Just a phrase the governor has picked up on his travels,’ he said, then dropped his voice confidentially. ‘It means – “kiss my arse”.’

I walked back east under the glimmering lamplight of the Marylebone Road. At King’s Cross I saw an omnibus that would have carried me up to Islington, where I had my lodgings. But I reasoned that the tuppence I spent on the fare would be better saved for a bite to eat over the weekend. What I had omitted to tell Rennert was that my coat had been stolen in the Brill, and my purse with it. The story of its theft betrayed such arrant naivety on my part that I could not yet bring myself to confess it. Two days previously in Somers Town I had been footsore from tramping the streets and had chanced to rest in a tavern near the market. It was a low sort of place, crowded – so are they all in this vicinity – but I found a corner where I might eat my mutton pie in relative seclusion. I also took a pewter of ale, and soon, warmed by the fire, I loosened my collar and took off my coat. My error was to go outside to the privy, for when I returned the chair where I had hung it was bare. I looked about the room, at the costers and the pipe smokers and the stallholders, all in murmurous chat and none of them so much as glancing at me. I might as well have not been there, like my coat, which actually wasn’t.

I approached the potman at the bar, who continued polishing a glass as I told him of this unaccountable disappearance. He listened politely, then tweaked his mouth to acknowledge the pity of my situation – no money, no coat – but he had nothing to offer beyond, ‘Can’t help yer, son. Lot o’ lifters round ’ere.’ Perhaps, I pursued, someone had witnessed this ‘lifter’ in the act, at which he gestured at the indifferent mass of drinkers crowding the room, as if to say, You ask them. I felt so aggrieved at this moment that I took his leave to do just that, and, swallowing, raised my voice to nobody in particular. ‘My coat and money are gone. Did anybody happen to see the thief?’ A few of the tavern’s customers looked around, and I sensed that they did not much care for a stranger bandying the word ‘thief’ amongst them. It had the ring of an unwarranted accusation. Into this silence I repeated, less firmly, ‘Anybody?’ I heard someone make a kind of hissing noise in reproach, and then a muttered voice: ‘Dunno about no coat, but ’e can do as my shirt does.’ My burning ears still heard laughter as the tavern door swung behind me.

And now, two days later, I knew the meaning of that delightful phrase.


2

Nice as nip

FLEET STREET WAS a rattling pandemonium of carts and carriages and omnibuses that I had to dodge on my way to Salisbury Square, a tiny cobblestoned enclosure where the editorial offices of Marchmont’s serial occupied the upper part of the building once owned by the Chronicle newspaper. It faced directly onto St Bride’s Church. The Labouring Classes of London was at that time one of the most successful weeklies in the country, and people trooped up and down those stairs at all times of the day and late into the night. As well as Marchmont’s staff of copy boys, subeditors, stenographers, typesetters and illustrators, you would see a less regular (though generally more vociferous) train of cabmen, labourers, street vendors and ruffian-types passing through, at the guvnor’s invitation, to tell their stories personally. Marchmont, always under the pressure of deadlines, would then redictate this material, with embellishments of his own, to a shorthand writer. It made for a somewhat chaotic workplace, since the bevy of ‘bona fide’ contributors from the street was not easily distinguished from that class of chancers who preyed on the paper’s open-door arrangement. Thefts were not infrequent.

The office routine was supervised by the imperturbable Rennert, who would meet with his staff of inspectors (as we were called) on the Monday morning to explain that week’s theme or subject – it might be ‘the costermongers’ diet’, or ‘children street sellers’, or ‘Sunday-morning markets’ – and to distribute the ‘dailies’, for expenses that would be incurred whilst on the streets. Marchmont would usually be in his office, either writing or interviewing, and seldom emerged before five o’clock. But not today. He was in the main office when I arrived, yarning away to a little coven of his writers – I soon came to learn he liked nothing better than to be attended, like a king amongst his courtiers. Around him the office began to find its industrious rhythm, which would gather in energy as Friday loomed, the day the paper went to press.

Whilst he was occupied with entertaining his staff, Rennert summoned me to his own office that fronted onto Fleet Street: I could hear the racket of the thoroughfare below us. Rennert had taken from his desk a small metal box, which he unlocked, and proceeded to examine its contents. Without looking up, he said, ‘Would it be correct to assume that you are presently – short of funds?’

I replied in the affirmative, and he fished out five sovereigns.

‘This is an advance on three weeks’ wages, with a little extra. Your rent is how much?’

‘Seven shillings a week.’

‘I advise you to open a bank account,’ he said, and then wrote something on a piece of paper which he handed to me. ‘Keep back thirty shillings to pay for an overcoat – go to this fellow.’ He had written the name of a tailor, and his address. I thanked him, put the money in my pocket and turned to leave. ‘Wait,’ he said sharply. ‘The governor will accompany you today. He knows Somers Town well – you should learn from him. When you make notes, write in pencil. Your reports are of no use if your hand is illegible.’ He said all this in a clipped, businesslike way, as he might have done with any of his minions. But then he looked at me squarely, and there was something changed in his tone when he spoke. ‘Do you like to gamble, Mr Wildeblood?’

‘No,’ I said, recalling then the story of the ‘three-up’ I had told on Friday evening. ‘That is – not very often.’

He nodded, I think in approval; then he said something that greatly surprised me. ‘Don’t tell him you’re carrying this money.’ I was confounded for a moment – the identity of ‘him’ was plain – but the look in Rennert’s pale eyes warned me not to ask his meaning. He bid me good day, and I went back into the main office, where Marchmont was still volubly enthralled by one of his own monologues. Some minutes later, having reached a rare pause, he spotted me loitering in the vestibule, and bidding his audience farewell he ambled over with that curious swaggering gait of his – he didn’t walk so much as roll. He shrugged on his coat, with its huge fur collar, and a hat, and we proceeded down the stairs and out into the street. I asked him if we should take an omnibus, but he dismissed the idea with an impatient wave.

‘The best means of discovering this city is to walk it,’ he said, then happened to look round at me. ‘What, no coat?’ The day was murderously raw.

‘I mislaid it last week. Mr Rennert has advised me as to where I might purchase another.’ I took out the slip of paper with the tailor’s details and showed it to him. He exclaimed on reading it.

‘Regent Street!? Great heavens, does he imagine you’re made of money?’

‘He advanced me a loan on my wages,’ I replied, and then wished I hadn’t, as he gave me a slyly appraising look.

‘I know where you might lay hands on a coat, and save yourself a few shillings.’

We continued in the direction of the Strand, with Marchmont’s voice in my ear the whole time, then turned into the warren of narrow courts and alleys approaching Holborn. They were close-packed, mean-looking habitations around here, but Marchmont walked seemingly without fear. When he stopped to chat to a street seller or a char as she washed the steps, he did not for a moment talk down to them, but nor did he try to ingratiate himself by pretending to be an equal: his top hat and watch chain announced his station in life. I suppose his manner was one of convivial aloofness. His pace, leisurely up to now, became brisk as we reached one thoroughfare – I think it was Shelton Street – and he said, in an undertone, ‘We need not linger around these parts.’ It seemed that even the guvnor put limits on his own amiability. Once out of Drury Lane the very air seemed cleaner, the streets wider, and we took the squares to the north – Bloomsbury, Russell, Tavistock – in our stride.

He must have noticed me shivering, because once we crossed the Euston Road into Somers Town he made a beeline for a little shop selling second-hand apparel on Ossulston Street. I say ‘little’; behind its narrow frontage lay a cavernous interior whose walls were lined with dishevelled rows of coats and jackets in all cuts and colours. It was a dingy sort of refuge, a waiting room of worn old clobber from which rose the astonishing smell (I would hazard) of all the bodies that had once inhabited these dismal garments. I looked at Marchmont, expecting him to remark on the ripe medley of odours, but he was already at the racks, holding the sleeve of a coat and rubbing its cloth between his stubby fingers.

A diminutive trader, appearing from behind a curtain, had sidled over, eyes darting busily behind his spectacles. Around his pate hanks of oily unkempt hair straggled from the back of his head to his collar, which did not look quite clean. Beneath his jacket he wore a waistcoat of flaming scarlet-and-green tartan.

‘Morning, sirs,’ he said. ‘And what may I do for you?’

‘This young feller requires a coat,’ said Marchmont, still absorbed in his examination. The man took a cursory measurement of my chest with his grubby tailor’s measure.

‘Well, we does all sorts, sir – dress coats, Ulster coats, great coats, frock coats, pea coats, bob-tailed coats, pilot coats, and overcoats of a h’aristocratic style, though there’s no great call for ’em nowadays,’ he added, with a faint note of regret. He fixed a narrow-eyed look on me. ‘I fancy you might suit summin’ like this . . .’ and he pulled from the rack a grand black frock coat with wide peaked lapels. He held it for me to shrug on and gave a little brush to the shoulders.

Marchmont at last deigned to cast his eye over the garment. ‘It’s a tidy fit,’ he said, ‘and decent cloth, too.’

‘Oh, it’s nice as nip, sir, better than what they does you in the slop trade – far better.’ And he gave another little stroke to the material, as if it were the coat of a favourite dog. I rather admired it myself, until I happened to notice on the revers of the left sleeve a curious brownish stain, about the size of a wax seal. I felt a sudden inward recoil.

‘What’s this?’

The clothes dealer peered at it. ‘Looks like dried blood. P’raps a butcher once worn it.’ He appeared quite unconcerned by this possibility. I looked to Marchmont, who also took a neutral view of the stain.

‘More likely a surgeon’s,’ he said, ‘given the cloth’s quality.’

This last word roused the dealer to enthusiasm. ‘Oh, I’m glad you sees the quality, sir. Not many customers is very perticler about quality – they just comes ’ere for a bargain.’

But by now I was unbuttoning the coat – I couldn’t get the thing off my back quickly enough. Blood!? Marchmont, his eyebrows raised in surprise, stared at me.

‘I can’t wear that. I’m sorry,’ I said, with enough conviction in my voice to forestall any argument. The dealer looked baffled by my rejection. Marchmont only said, ‘It seems you have a customer more perticler than most.’

I turned to the man. ‘You said that you had pilot coats . . .’ I did not know a pilot coat from a pilot fish, but I liked the sound of this raiment. The man went back to the racks and plucked out a double-breasted jacket with wooden buttons in dark blue serge, less fine than the frock coat, but free of incriminating stains. It was shortish in length, but the collar could be pulled up to protect your ears from the cold, and there were slash pockets at each side to warm the hands. I looked at myself in the brown-spotted glass of a cheval mirror, and thought the coat looked well. Marchmont’s reflection joined mine – he seemed somehow diminished in the glass.

‘You have the look of someone about to run off to sea,’ he said archly.

‘I had an uncle who was a sailor,’ I replied. ‘I believe I met him once.’ And I knew that his ship had gone down with all hands somewhere on the way to Guatemala, in the 1860s.

The man had sniffed a sale. ‘In good condition, too. Worth twelve shillin’s of anyone’s money.’

I nodded, thinking that reasonable, but Marchmont gave a theatrical sigh. ‘I’m sure you can do better than that,’ he said.

The man gave a defensive shrug. ‘Twelve is about the card for a good thing like this, sir. You said y’self, you pays for quality.’

‘Not quite what I said,’ replied Marchmont drily, and for the next minute or so the two of them haggled over what might be a fair price. The man insisted he could not go lower than ten, but Marchmont with casual tenacity knocked him down to eight. So I had my coat, and had spared myself a few bob into the bargain. Or so I thought then.

For the rest of the morning Marchmont conducted me on a perambulation of Somers Town, which district, I learned, he had known intimately from his youth. He had once lived at Seymour Street, he said, in the days when the place still clung to its fading cloak of respectability. Before that, at the end of the last century, it had been home to a colony of ‘foreign artisans’, mostly from France, who sought refuge from the Reign of Terror. Whilst the wealthier sort of émigrés settled to the west, around the streets and squares of Marylebone, exiles of the poorer class found their way to St Pancras and Somers Town, where they soon established a genteel industry – of silversmiths, tailors, carpenters – to rival Clerkenwell and Spitalfields. Looking about the shabby terraces now, at the swarming streets and the rowdy taverns, it did not seem (I could not help remarking) so genteel any longer.

‘On the irrational market of social reputation a place may rise and fall quickly,’ said Marchmont. ‘It is the way of the city. Somers Town started out as pastoral land, with its fields and flower gardens, and as money circulated it became prosperous. Streets of grand houses spread over the wild common. But then money left – who knows why? – and those houses were sold off for less than they cost to build. The neighbourhood became seedy and cheap. Another wave of immigrants poured in – the Irish notably – and the family terraces were broken up into rooms for rent. My boyhood home is now a dosshouse with beds for fourpence a night.’

I stole a glance at him then, but his expression was opaque. ‘The change does not . . . trouble you?’ I said.

He tweaked his mouth slightly. ‘Well, I was lucky. I got out.’ The reply seemed to satisfy him. We walked on, and he continued to reminisce. ‘The Brill market, which you already know, used to be twice the size in my day, before the railway came.’ At this, he pointed yonder to the spires and smoke stacks of St Pancras, the grand station erected about ten years before. It had necessitated a vast clearance of slums.

‘So that has improved the district’s character,’ I said hopefully.

‘A little. But clearing slums solves only half of the problem. The poor still need to be housed. Some were dispersed north to Camden, Kentish Town and beyond, but you still have many railway workers, itinerants and so on. Thus the modern scourge of overcrowding.’ He looked thoughtful then, and seemed about to enlarge on this theme. But instead he asked me whether I had done any ‘house-to-house’ yet. I shook my head. ‘Then perhaps we should begin.’

This was the part of the job I had been dreading. Hitherto I had walked the streets engaging in conversation with local tradesmen and costers and whoever else happened to be abroad that day, such as any curious visitor might do in a place unfamiliar to him. But whereas the streets were the common property of all, to go knocking at people’s doors and seeking entry into their homes was surely an imposition on them, especially if one had no pretext other than ‘scientific enquiry’. My brief experience of the neighbourhood (I still heard the mocking laughter of that crowded tavern) indicated that the locals did not much care for strangers. I confessed this misgiving to Marchmont, who seemed amused by such nicety of feeling.

‘My dear boy, we are not “trespassing” at all – we are conducting a professional investigation, and so long as they know you’re not working for the church – or the police – they will yarn away for as long as you please.’

We had come to a halt, and with a swift glance around he announced that we should start here. I refer now to my notebook of this time, to the entries I wrote on that first day. It is a fair example of the particulars upon which The Labouring Classes of London was founded.


Somers Town, 20 February 1882

No. 26 Hampden Street. On the ground floor a family of Irish costers. One large room, two beds. Husband in good health, but the wife disposed to drink. Two girls & a boy, all ‘out working’, according to their mother.

On the floor above a Mrs Morley, a respectable Roman Catholic lady, widowed with a daughter who gains a living in the City for both. She offered us tea, but seemed to possess so little in the way of cups, saucers, &c that we declined. The room poorly furnished but clean.

On the second floor, a married couple, both of about fifty, & very much the worse for drink. The husband is a market porter, presently unemployed; the wife given to begging & picking up odds & ends in the street. Placid when we met them, but notorious in the district for their brawling (Mrs Morley below made indignant complaint of them).

Two rooms on the third floor occupied by two or more coster families. Difficult to know anything about these people, who asked us for money & were disagreeable when refused. A man might be husband, brother, or lodger; to whom the children belonged it is impossible to judge. Mr Marchmont says there would be many such cases in the street.

Nos 24 and 22. No answer at the door.

No. 20. Empty; to be demolished.

No. 18. In one of the parlours live the Trent family. Father, mother, son of seventeen, daughters of fourteen & twelve. Have lived in this room for several years. Mr Trent is a former tailor who now does repair work on clothes – ‘not a profitable line’ he says. His wife goes out nursing. They make between them twenty shillings a week, with help from the son (a coster). Daughters attend the Ragged School. They are another ‘good’ family on the brink of poverty, their struggle against it piteous.

On the first floor, a street seller of ‘small articles’ lives with a woman of doubtful character – possibly a prostitute. Room entirely unfurnished save for a narrow truckle bed & an upturned crate which did service as a table on which to eat. Damp on the walls & ceiling unnoticed (or else ignored) by its occupants.

The upper floors of the house are occupied by Irish families too shifting & multitudinous to document. ‘Bedlam,’ says Mr M. after five minutes’ converse with the landlord.

No. 16. Empty, though vagrants are said to bed down here.

No. 14 has three floors. The parlours & first floor are occupied by a shifting tenancy, mostly of a low class of costers whose wives sell watercress or flowers in the street. On the second floor live Mr & Mrs Snowdon, with five children. He works as a house painter but brings home little money; his drinking habits are unlikely to enable any long-term employment. The mother cares for the children, but is hard-pressed to keep them from starvation. Beer & a little bread the only victuals to be seen. The room they inhabit is filthy, & a home to vermin; walls leprous with damp, floor strewn with rubbish. The stench indescribable. Above the fireplace (unlit), a miserable-looking sampler, with this stitched motto: GOD BLESS OUR HOME.

On the third floor, in one room, a family of six, with two beds between them. The panels of the door broken, either from negligence or a drunken mishap – not an uncommon sight. The husband, a lamplighter, suffers from asthma; the wife, quiet & steady, but forlorn in appearance; sells cress. Two children present were without shoes or stockings; whereabouts of the older two unknown.

No. 12. Empty.

No. 10. This house was, Mr M. believed, entirely abandoned, & the parlours & first & second floors showed severe dilapidation; even the grates had been stolen from the fireplaces. On the third floor back room, however, we found a Mr Duke, a former surgeon & of a very different class from the paupers & drunkards along the street. He was fifty-five, well-spoken, his attire worn but neat, & he recounted his misfortunes without bitterness. His wife & child had died in a railway accident up north ten years ago or more; unable to bear his grief he took to drink, lost his job & savings, & moved to Somers Town because it ‘seemed as convenient as anywhere else’ – & he could afford it. He has since stopped drinking, though he will never be able to regain his former station in life. Earns a little money in the neighbourhood as ‘a quack’. A chair, a table & a mattress are the sole furnishings in the room.

Of all the interviews we conducted today this man’s story touched my heart the most, & greatly alarmed me. For if someone of his education & class can fall through the net into poverty’s chasm, then who is to say that it could not happen to oneself?



Such were the day’s findings: an inauspicious beginning, you might think. Yet the standard of poverty and degradation I afterwards encountered in Somers Town was seldom less terrible than this, and in certain cases very much worse. But I will not burden you with too detailed a record of my investigations. I could not bear to write it down again, and in all likelihood you could not bear to read it.

Later that afternoon, Marchmont suggested we had something to eat, which I took to mean stopping at a dining room or chop house. Instead, he walked over to a street pieman with his stall of pastries and puddings (‘Here’s all ’ot!’) and asked me what I should like: I chose a meat pie, and he the fish. As we stood there eating on the street, the local people passed us on either side, and every so often one of them would nod to Marchmont, or salute him as Guvnor. Again, he seemed absolutely at ease – he enjoyed ‘knocking about’ with them, and would even talk to the costers in their own slang. Meanwhile I had become curious about the filling in my pie.

‘It’s been rather highly seasoned,’ I said, swallowing down another fiery mouthful.

Marchmont nodded. ‘They put a lot of pepper in it so as to conceal the flavour of the meat. I’m afraid they’re not very particular about what goes in.’

He had consumed his own pie (‘eel, I think’) in the way he did everything else – with great alacrity – and was now wiping his fingers on a kerchief.

‘Well then,’ he said, looking about him, ‘I dare say you’re in blunt after that bargain I got for your coat.’

‘I’ve a few extra shillings,’ I said cautiously.

‘Perhaps you would care to chance it in a game? You could make good your losses from last week.’

He had recalled my story of the ‘three-up’. I was reluctant to risk my money, but he was already striding off down a narrow lane. After turning this way and that we saw ahead a little court in front of the Brill Tavern, sequestered from the main thoroughfares on either side. A young lad, evidently keeping tout, was ready to whistle a warning, but then he seemed to recognise Marchmont and let us through. A gang of about fifteen young costers stood in a lively huddle, smoking, joshing one another and betting on the next toss. The ground before them was spangled with coppers, shillings and half-crowns: we had arrived in time for a big pot. Bets were being made and taken as rapidly as they could be spoken, and excitement thrummed amongst the little gathering. The street argot was the same I had queried the previous Friday at Montagu Square – I’ll try you a gen . . . flash it . . . say a rouf-yenep . . . say a couter . . . Cool him . . . I’m doin’ dab . . . say net-yenep . . . say a gen – but the talk went back and forth at such a pace I could barely make out one phrase in three. Every so often a raucous cheer would sound, a player would sweep up his winnings, and the betting would start again.

I glanced at Marchmont, whose eyes had assumed a kind of glassy absorption. He watched the gambling almost as if he were trying to commit the scene to memory. One of the group, a gangly, pale-skinned fellow with hooded eyes, had sidled over and appeared to be inviting us to lay a bet. Marchmont raised his eyebrows at me in an enquiring way. I was still cautious, having heard tales of men losing their earnings, stock money and even the coat off their back in less than an hour. So I paused for a moment, and said, ‘Say a gen?’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Marchmont with a wink. I handed over my shilling, and the lad made a mark of it. Another flurry of betting followed. When the tossing began, I found myself, astonishingly, on a lucky streak. I bet ‘tails’ three times, and three times it came up. Emboldened, I raised my stake to a couple of shillings, bet ‘heads’, and won again. My good fortune had been noted by the regulars, who chaffed me good-naturedly and claimed I was an old hand at the game. It was only when I began wagering five bob on a throw that my luck seemed to turn, and as abruptly as my winnings had jingled in my pockets I now felt them emptying, until I was down to my last couter, then my last gen, then to my last row of halfpennies. At times I suspected a certain quickness of hand had determined which side the coin fell, but it was not enough evidence on which to accuse anyone – and I would not have dared to in any case. I had dropped about eighteen shillings when the tout’s cry pierced the air – Cool eslop! – and the costers, pausing only to scoop up their coins, hurriedly dispersed down the various alleys off the court.

The reason for this sudden alarum became clear when two constables strode into view, by which time our gambling friends had scattered from sight – ‘like rats up a drainpipe’, chuckled Marchmont. It didn’t take long to ascertain what eslop was back slang for. The afternoon was darkening grainily by now, and as we walked past, one of the policemen tipped his helmet and murmured Guvnor. It seemed there was not a soul in this neighbourhood who didn’t know him. The thunderous wheel traffic of Euston Road could be heard as we headed out of Somers Town, and Marchmont suggested that I come to his office the next morning to dictate the day’s report. He then asked me how I had enjoyed the three-up.

‘Well enough,’ and then told him how much I had dropped.

‘And that was not all the money you lost today,’ he said in a shrewd voice. I was not certain what he meant by this. He had come to a halt, and I saw under the gas lamp that his expression was watchful.

‘That last house we visited on Hampden Street,’ he said. ‘The man we talked to.’

‘The surgeon,’ I said, nodding, though still in the dark as to his meaning.

‘I saw you part with some money.’ I heard reproof in his tone, and waited. ‘What did you give him?’

‘Not much. A few bob,’ I shrugged. I didn’t realise that Marchmont had seen this transaction, but I ought to have done: very little was lost on him. ‘The fellow was near to destitute. He’d lost his wife and child –’

‘You will hear many such tales of woe in Somers Town,’ he said.

‘You . . . didn’t believe him?’

‘Oh, I believed him entirely. That is not my point. Amongst such people you will achieve nothing by alms giving. Our mission is to observe, to enquire, to report. It is not ours to interfere.’

‘To interfere?’ I said, baffled. ‘But – is it not our common duty to save a fellow from starvation?’

Marchmont was shaking his head. ‘Mr Wildeblood, listen to me. There is but one way of relieving the poor, and that is by developing their powers of self-reliance – not in treating them like helpless children and offending their independence of character. I know whereof I speak. You will only demean a man by giving him money, and bankrupt yourself to boot.’

‘I’m not sure –’

‘You can do nothing,’ he cut in. ‘Do not attempt the impossible.’

It was the first time I had heard him express this curious philosophy, which I later came to know as laissez-faire, and I felt more surprised than offended. There seemed to me a contradiction in his thinking. At his encouragement, I had just lost a substantial sum in a low game of chance, yet now here he was dealing out stern advice as to why I should not waste a few shillings on a poor man. Wasn’t the former actually a more reprehensible way of dissipating one’s money than the latter? I should perhaps have had this out with him right there, but in those days I was still young, and impressionable, and held Henry Marchmont too much in awe to provoke.
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In the Brill

YOU HAVE PERHAPS been wondering about my name. Wildeblood. It carries a touch of the outlandish, does it not, a name you could imagine gracing a soldier, or an adventurer, or a desperado of some sort – not the unillustrious son of a provincial chemist, at any rate. But this was the name handed down to me, and I hope I have not dishonoured it. My father, Thomas Wildeblood, whose family came from Swaffham, in Norfolk, showed great promise as a student of biology, and eventually won a scholarship to Oxford, where his talents flourished. He might have achieved further distinction there, I believe, had not the untimely death of his own father obliged him to return home and take over the running of the family pharmacy. He inherited a little money, enough to be able to marry, and later to purchase an old rectory in a village a few miles south of the town, where I was born in the November of 1860.

Being their only child I was much loved by my parents, though I hesitate to call my boyhood a happy one, at least in the conventional sense of the word. I recall long periods of time spent in my own company, so fearful was my mother that I should mimic the habits and manners of children of an inferior class to our own – or should I say her own, since she was peculiarly conscious of being higher-born than our neighbours. She came of a notable family in Norwich whose money was gone, and because she felt keenly those narrowed circumstances she was the more likely to remind people of her genteel origins. My father, sadly aware of her prickly excess of pride, strove to ensure that I would not inherit it. He encouraged in me his own sensible moderation and a spirit of gregariousness, but a child brought down at dinner to meet the friends of his parents will discover that, however eagerly displayed, his lisping charm soon palls on adult company. Best were the days when he took me with him to the shop in Swaffham, and, while he was engaged with his staff, I was let loose to roam the large storeroom at the back, gazing up at the serried rows of dusty bottles and bulbous flasks, with their esoteric labels and rebarbative odours. The whiff of a sharp chemical will instantly transport me back to those days. If my father was at leisure he would sometimes take me out in the fly to spend an afternoon in the meadows hunting butterflies, whose names he would recite to me with the reverent tenderness of a poet.

These treats, alas, were rare, for he was much occupied with business and I was set to work every morning under my mother’s tutelage: she had taught me to read, including some grammar and scripture, for neither of which I exhibited any aptitude. (My poor mother. Unlike my father, she was devoutly Christian, and fostered hopes that I might one day be a bishop!) Having parsed screeds of prose or recited however many psalms till midday, I could do as I wished, so long as I never trespassed beyond the fence at the bottom of our long sloping garden. How did I fill those hours? Let me own my favourite means of diversion. One was to examine the natural world, such as the swampish green depths of our pond, where fat goldfish nosed through the murk and frogs bulged pensively; or to watch a spider patiently wrapping a fly in its delicate cocoon of death. One preoccupation, though, actually had the virtue of a purpose. In the long corridor upstairs a deep alcove was set into the wall, so deep that I could fit myself within it and, silent as an icon in its niche, sit at drawing for hours, a block of paper against my knees. I must have been a bloodthirsty little cuss, for the only thing I ever drew were pictures of historic battles – bodies sprouting arrows from the longbows at Agincourt, kilted Highlanders brutally dismembered at Culloden, Nelson dying on the deck at Trafalgar – which I would then present before my mother’s doubtful gaze. It was only when she heard the twang of the Swaffham commoner in my voice – I have it still – that my mother realised her efforts of social engineering had been in vain. Denied playmates of my own age, I had fallen back on the company of the only other people
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