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From the editor 

This issue of Hacknry History begins the journal's second decade, and is published more or less 
simultaneously with the 20th anniversary of the foundation of the Friends of Hackney Archives. 

The journal grew out of the Friends' newsletter, now known as the Hacknry Terrier. It affords, in a more 
durable and accessible form, a home for longer and more researched pieces, such as in earlier years a 
newsletter format sometimes struggled to contain. 

Finding work to publish has hitherto proceeded relatively smoothly. Possible writers have been identified 
from among active researchers; increasingly, some have known about the publication and brought forward 
a proposal for an article. Members of the Archives staff have done their bit. 

This year, for the first time, though there is much useful work known to be in the pipeline, there was 
a shortage of new material which reached a sufficiently final state in time to be included in the 2005 
volume. 

This presented a three-way editorial choice: delay till next year; produce a short issue; or fill the gap. I 
have, with reluctance, chosen the last of these, though this has contributed to a delay in publication. I 
make no apology. Indeed an apology could only reasonably be expected if material had been edged 
out. 

But bear in mind, please, that even filling gaps is not always possible, and this option is unlikely to present 
itself again in the foreseeable future. It may take no longer than the duration of a coffee-break to read 
an article published here. But such an article may emerge only after research conducted over months, 
sometimes years. 

I sincerely hope that by autumn 2006 volume 12 may see the light of day. But there are no promises. The 
next issue will emerge as and when there is sufficient material to hand. If you are a potential writer as 
well as a reader, do take the hint - I should be delighted to hear from you. 

Isobel Watson 



Early dissenting 
academies 

Philip Plumb 

The Restoration 
The Restoration of the monarchy, the return of Charles II to England and the restitution of the Anglican 
church in 1660 caused as great an upheaval to nonconformists as the creation of the Commonwealth 
had to the established church. Many ministers, teachers and professors were deprived of their livings, in 
numerous cases being replaced by those who had themselves been dismissed from the same posts. 

The danger, as Parliament saw it, of the ejected ministers continuing to live in or near their old parishes, 
attempting to interfere with the services conducted by their replacements, banding together for mutual 
support and 'gnawing at the root of government and religion' (in the graphic phrase of Seth Ward, 
Bishop of Exeter), was countered by the Five Mile Act. This banned all who refused to take the oath 
of non-resistance to the sovereign from going within five miles of their former ministry. The Act also 
reinforced the ban on teaching by the dissenters. 

There were thus great injustices inflicted on those whose faith caused them to reject Anglican doctrines 
and practice just as those that were once visited on those of the contrary belief. A general puritan exodus 
to New England was first mooted but there was, in fact, no second sailing of the pilgrim fathers. Between 
thirty and forty divines actually left England, fifteen going to America, ten to Holland, six to Ireland and 
a few to other countries. Of the various measures taken by the government to stifle dissent and to thwart 
efforts by the deprived ministers, the requirement that those entering the universities to study, whether to 
become ministers or to prepare themselves for a commercial career, should subscribe to oaths in support 
of the monarchy and the Anglican Church was one of the most severe. 
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The decline of the universities 
During much of the 17th century, the universities 
attracted much criticism and argument about 
their role, methods, syllabus and the language 
of instruction. Plans to break the monopoly 
of Oxford and Cambridge were advanced and 
Cromwell in 165 7 issued letters patent for the 
foundation of a university of Durham, but nothing 
actually happened. 

Support for the univers1t1es by the Long 
Parliament was made palpable by the initiation of 
a parliamentary subvention for education and the 
approval of an annual grant of £20,000 for the 
stipends of ministers and schoolmasters. £2,000 
was earmarked for the augmentation of the salaries 
of the heads of colleges in the universities. On the 
other hand, extreme members of the Barebones 
Parliament of 1653 debated the propriety of 
suppressing universities and all schools of learning 
as unnecessary. 

Ejected ministers and teachers 
The ejected ministers and teachers had to find a 
way of earning a living. Some became chaplains 
to wealthy dissenters or private tutors to their 
children. Even the strictest of the laws passed 
to stifle dissent could be avoided, although there 
was always the risk of being caught through an 
informer driven by religious zeal, or greed for the 
reward for information to the justices. 

Thomas Cruttenden, Fellow of Magdalen College, 
Oxford, on being ejected, went to live in Hackney 
with his wife Sarah and assisted his mother-in
law, Mrs Salmon, in her large boarding school, 
preaching as often as he could. John Burgess, 
formerly rector of Ashprington, Devon, who had, 
with his family, originally found refuge with a friend 
in Dartmouth, moved to Hackney on the friend's 
death. From here he taught at Thomas Singleton's 
flourishing school in Islington. Singleton was the 
ejected headmaster of Eton College and at one 
time his school in Clerkenwell Close had nearly 
300 pupils. 
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The dissenting academies 
To overcome the problem of the universities 
being closed against dissenters, academies were 
established, usually by a person inspired to impart 
his faith and knowledge to others. He was harried 
by the penal laws, fearful of informers, and could 
be constantly on the move to avoid detection and 
imprisonment. An academy would be established 
in the founder's dwelling or in the building where 
he lived. The early histories of such academies are 
difficult to trace. For obvious reasons of safety, 
few records were kept, and the establishment 
would be moved, usually hurriedly, when discovery 
threatened, perhaps to another town altogether. If 
the founder died or moved on, another inspired 
teacher would take his place and probably another 
move ensued. 

Newington Green: Morton's Academy 
The principal Congregational academy in London 
was opened at Newington Green some short 
time after 1662 - the precise date is unknown 
- by Charles Morton, who was educated at both 
Cambridge and Oxford. He was rector of Blisland, 
Cornwall, until his ejection, when he settled in St. 
Ives, preaching privately to a few people from a 
neighbouring village. He moved to London after 
sustaining serious loss in the Great Fire to better 
look after his interests in the city. According to 
Edmund Calamy, who wrote a detailed account of 
the ejected dissenting ministers and teachers, his 
friends in London prevailed on him to undertake 
'the instruction of youth in academical learning', 
for which he was very well qualified. Among his 
pupils was Daniel Defoe, who praised him for 
giving instruction in English instead of Latin. 
Defoe, who entered the academy at the age of 14, 
gave further accounts of the subjects and teaching 
methods at Newington Green. He says he himself 
had been master of five languages; that he studied 
mathematics, natural philosophy, logic, geography, 
history and politics as a science. He claimed to 
be able to translate any Latin, French and Italian 
authors. The great imperfection, he thought, was 
'the want of conversation'. 
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Morton summarised the motives of the first 
generation of academy tutors as follows: that it 
would be wrong for the tutor to hide his talents; 
that he had to provide for himself and his family; 
and that some provision must be made for the 
education, according to their parents' conscience, 
of the children of dissenters. 

James Owen, another tutor at Newington Green, 
added, that although at first it was incidental, the 
training of ministers became their principal function. 
Morton's teaching produced good preachers.A 
description of the academy in 1682 comes from a 
London bookbinder who gave information to the 
authorities about one of Morton's pupils, Samuel 
Birch, who was considered to have dangerous 
political sentiments. Morton had two houses, one 
bigger than the other. In the bigger were those 
of longest standing, or most learning. The other 
was for younger students and latest arrivals. There 
were at least 60 boarders; when a Mr. Button, who 
ran a similar school at Islington, died a year or two 
previously, most of his scholars went to Morton. 
He then acquired the larger house, which was big 
enough to contain all the students when Morton 
himself read lectures or there were great debates. 

Morton was regarded by admirers as 'the very 
soul of philosophy whose memory was as vast as 
his knowledge, a pious and ingenious man, of a 
sweet natural temper and a generous public spirit; 
beloved and valued by all that knew him'. He was 
tolerant and wide of vision. He sought a middle way 
between the Calvinist position (that the Bible was 
the only rule of faith) and Platonist (holding to a 
natural theology, without revelation), and was both 
a scientist and a mathematician. Others, however, 
charged Morton with republicanism, which his 
supporters strongly denied. By 1685 he was 'so 
infested with processes from the Bishops' Court' 
that he decided to sail to New England. He became 
the first pastor of the church at Charlestown. 
There was a strong suggestion that he be appointed 
President of Harvard, but it was decided that he 
was so obnoxious to the government that this 
would be unwise, so the post of Vice-President 
was created for him. 

Samuel Wesley 
Samuel Wesley, father of John and Charles, was a 
student at Newington Green after failing to enter 
Oxford. After his studies were completed he 
conformed, and was then untiring in his attacks on 

dissenters. He wrote of Morton's 
Academy that it was 'indeed the 
most considerable, having a fine 
garden, bowling green and fish pond. 
Within were a laboratory and some 
considerable rarities with an air 
pump, thermometer and all sorts 
of mathematical instruments'. The 
students included 'several persons 
of quality, and not a few knights' 
and baronets' sons and a Lord's son.' 
They had been sent to the Academy, 
not in preparation for the ministry, 
but to avoid the debauchery of the 
universities, although Wesley added 
that some of them made themselves 
sufficiently remarkable while they 

Newington Green chapel, built in 1708 
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were at the Academy. The students themselves 
were largely responsible for the discipline. 

In 1703, Wesley attacked the dissenting academies 
anonymously in A Letter from a Country Divine, which 
drew a rejoinder in the following year by S. Palmer 
in A Defence ef the Dissenters' Education in their Private 
Academies. Wesley counter-attacked in the same year 
under his own name with A Defence ef the Letter 
from a Country Divine which, no t too surprisingly, 
resulted in Palmer's A Vindication ef the Dissenters in 
answer to Mr Wes/rys Defence in 1705. In the Tyssen 
Collection in Hackney Archives Department is 
Wesley's A Rep!J to Mr Pa/mers Vindication ef the 
Dissenters towards the Church ef England published in 
1707, a copy donated by the author to the original 
owner. 

Newington Green: Theophilus Gale 
The other early academy at Newington Green was 
headed by Theophilus Gale, a Christian Platonist 
educated at Oxford, who founded the institution 
about 1666. Gale had spent some time at Caen 
as tutor to the sons of Lord Wharton, where 
he had experience of French Protestantism. 
His philosophy of learning was tolerant, and he 
encouraged students to range widely over their 
topic and to compare rival positions. Gale left 
his library, except the philosophical books, to 
Harvard University. The rest of his property was 
put into trust to furnish exhibitions of £10 each 
for students destined for the ministry. Gale was 
succeeded by Thomas Rowe, who . was educated 
by Thomas Doolittle (at the leading Presbyterian 
academy in London in Islington) and by Gale 
himself. Most of the teaching was done in Latin, 
unlike Morton's Academy. Rowe was ' the only tutor 
from 1678, when at the age of 21 he took over 
from Gale, until his sudden death in 1705. The 
academy then closed, as did so many others on the 
departure, by death or otherwise, of their tutor and 
source of inspiration. 

Rowe's most famous and influential pupil, who 
joined the academy at the age of 16, was Isaac Watts 
(1674-1748). Watts defined the aims of education 
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as to include preparation for an occupation; for 
the use of leisure; for social duties to a family, a 
neighbourhood, or a government and for right 
religious faith, the last named being fundamental. 
'Universal knowledge is impossible for any one man 
and suitable specialisation is necessary.' Dr Samuel 
Johnson considered that Watts was one of the first 
authors to teach the dissenters to court 'attention 
by the grace of languages'. He showed them that 
zeal and purity might be expressed and enforced 
by polished diction. Watts' notebooks, written in 
Latin, showed Johnson a degree of knowledge, 
both philosophical and theological, such as few 
attained by a much longer course of study. 

Hoxton Square 
Hoxton, in Shoreditch, was renowned for its 
conventicles, which met behind locked doors, often 
fitted with peepholes and guarded by lookouts. 
Conventicles were meetings for worship, in private 
houses or elsewhere, of more than five persons (in 
addition to the household), and were made illegal 
under an Act of 1664 unless held in accordance 
with the Book of Common Prayer. Penalties were 
severe: gaol for three months or . a fine of five 
pounds. For a second offence punishments were 
doubled. A third offence warranted transportation 
to any foreign plantation for seven years or a fine 
of £100. 

Hoxton was a fashionable district, and undoubtedly 
the strongly nonconformist mercantile community 
in the area provided some protection as well as 
support, financial or otherwise. Hoxton Square was 
the location at various times for three important 
academies. They were referred to as the first, second 
and third Hoxton Academies but also, variously and 
confusingly, as the Hoxton Theological Seminary, 
the Coward Academy or Coward College, the 
Hoxton Independent Academy, the Evangelical 
Academy and the Hoxton Academy. 

The building of the houses in the Square was 
started in 1674, and their residents were part of 
religious, academic, scientific and literary circles. Of 
the various 25 or so dissenting ministers identified 
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as having lived in the Square in the 17th and 18th 
centuries, the best known today are Daniel Williams 
(1643-1717), a Presbyterian minister, founder of 
the great library of nonconformity now in Gordon 
Square, Bloomsbury, whose wealth derived from his 
marriage to a rich widow; Edmund Calamy (1671-
1732), the biographer of the ejected nonconformist 
ministers, and Nathaniel Lardner (1684-1768), one 
of the greatest biblical scholars of all time. 

The first Hoxton Academy 
The first Haxton Academy in Haxton Square was 
a Presbyterian foundation established there in 
1699. It was originally in Coventry, then moved 
to Southwark and finally to Haxton. When Dr 
Williams died in 1717, the academy moved into 
his former residence. Dr Joshua Oldfield was 
the principal tutor. He was also minister of a 
Presbyterian meeting house in Globe Alley, Maid 
Lane, Southwark. Although he had been educated 
at Lincoln College, Oxford and Christ's College, 
Cambridge, he did not graduate because he 
refused to take the oaths required in support of 
the monarchy and the Anglican church. 

The assistant tutors were William Tong (1662-
1727), minister of a congregation which met in 
Salters Hall in the City; John Spademan; William 
Lorimer and Jacques Capell. Spademan had been 
with the English dissenters in Holland, where he 
was pastor of the English church in Amsterdam. 

Grove Hall, Bow, in the early 19th century 
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He taught oriental languages at Haxton, and was 
proficient in French, Dutch and Italian, and had 
some Spanish. Lorimer was educated at Aberdeen 
University and was episcopally ordained, later 
joining the nonconformists. Spademan died in 
1708, and his place was taken by Jacques Capell 
(1639-1722), a refugee from France who had held 
the Chair of Hebrew at Saumur. There was thus 
a diversity of background among the tutors and 
the academy was a place of great freedom of 
atmosphere. 

Oldfield, while at Haxton, had published An 
Essery towards the Improvement ef Learning, outlining 
a complete scheme of education. As with so many 
similar institutions, the success of the Academy 
relied almost entirely on the personality, teaching 
ability and spirituality of its head and when Dr 
Oldfield died in 1729, the first Haxton academy 
closed. Tong, who might have been a satisfactory 
successor, had died in 1727. 

The second Hoxton Academy 
After a 33-year gap a second Haxton Academy 
moved into the former premises of the first. It 
had originated in Wellclose Square, Stepney. The 
principal tutor, Dr David Jennings, died notlong after 
the move, to be succeeded by Dr Samuel Morton 
Savage, his assistant tutor. The establishment, with 
Savage as President, became known as the Coward 
College, after William Coward, a wealthy merchant 
who lived at Walthamstow and established a fund 
to help students for the ministry. Savage resigned 
in 1784 and Dr Abraham Rees, one of the two 
assistant tutors, succeeded him for a short time. 
Rees and the other tutor, Andrew Kippis, were 
elected Fellows of the Royal Society for their 
contributions to science. Rees later produced 
his Biographia Britannica, which is still considered 
to be one of the best sources for the lives of 
those scientists who formed the Society in 1660. 
Kippis edited Ephraim Chambers' Enryclopedia and 
compiled The New Cjclopaedia ef the Arts, Sciences and 
Literature. 

Dissenting academies 

New College after 1787, showing the extensions made to Hackney House to accommodate the college 

The third Hoxton Academy 
The third Haxton Academy was originally at 
Grove House, Mile End, where it was known 
as the Evangelical Academy. It was moved into 
the buildings of the first and second academies 
with just four students for the Congregational, 
or independent, ministry. In 1797 the name was 
changed to Haxton Academy, and by 1800 there 
were twenty-seven students. The principal was 
Dr Robert Simpson, who was in charge for 26 
years. This Haxton Academy flourished, and in 
1806 a new building with accommodation for 
1,500 persons was erected. Later the Academy was 
amalgamated with Homerton College and moved 
to Highbury, and then to Hampstead as the New 
College, Finchley Road. 

New College: the Unitarian academy 
In 1786 a Unitarian academy was founded at 
Hackney, in the former Hackney House at Clapton, 
and named New College. Rees became its Principal 
and resident tutor and Kippis, together with the 
Revd Richard Price and Joseph Priestley, both also 
Fellows of the Royal Society, joined the staff as 
part-time tutors. Price and Priestley were radical 
political reformers who openly sympathised with 
the French revolutionaries, as did most of the 
students. On the outbreak of war with France in 
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1793, staff and students became very unpopular 
with the public. 

Price was also minister of the Unitarian 
congregation which met at the Old Gravel Pit 
meeting house in Hackney. When Price died, 
Priestley succeeded him at the academy and the 
meeting house. The students' conduct became so 
bad that local inhabitants interfered. Meanwhile 
the Old Gravel Pit lost many of its congregation 
and much financial support. New College closed 
about 1797. 

The Common Fund and its successors 
Not all potential ministers had parents wealthy 
enough to pay for their sons' studies in the 
academies. The Common Fund was set up in 
1690 by the Presbyterian and the Congregational 
churches in advance of an ambitious plan in the 
following year to unite, at least in the selection 
of ministers, both churches in the 'The Happy 
Union'. The purpose of the Common Fund was to 
help financially ministers and congregations, and 
to subsidise deserving students at the academies. 
The Fund was created by donations from 
congregations and individuals, both ministers and 
lay members. The donation lists are published and 
show the generosity of the donors, particularly the 
ministers. 
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Doctrinal differences meant that the Happy Union 
was short-lived, and there was consequently a crisis 
in the working of the Common Fund in 1693. 
On 5th February the following year the Fund was 
reconstituted, with Presbyterian ministers only 
as managers. A separate Congregational Fund 
was established in D ecember 1695. Other funds 
established for the training of ministers included 
the Lady Hewley Fund (1707), the King's Head 
Society (1730) and the Coward Trust (1738) . 

Critics of the Congregational Fund's board claimed 
that many of the young men supported were 
unsuitable, and that when they became ministers 
either allowed once-flourishing congregations to 
crumble away, or caused divisions in their flocks, 
leading to members withdrawing and forming 
separate congregations. 

The King's Head Society 
In the early part of 1730, some Congregationalists 
who were deeply concerned about the position 
met on Tuesday evenings at the King's Head in 
Sweeting's Alley, and soon acquired the name of 

the King's Head Society. They decided in 1731 to 
establish an academy in Clerkenwell, which later 
moved to Newington Green, where young men 
could receive a preliminary classical education 
for one or two years before going on to the 
usual theological training. This academy stayed at 
Newington Green for a short time only, moving 
next to Deptford, then in 17 40 to Stepney from 
where it moved in 17 44 to the Plaisterers' Hall 
in Addle Street. In 17 54 it moved to Mile End, 
then in 1769 an ancient house in Homerton was 
acquired and the institution became the Homerton 
Academy, which flourished until subsequently 
merging with other academies in 1850 to become 
New College at Hampstead. 

The Homerton Academy 
The Homerton Academy (later Homerton College) 
was established for the training of Calvinist 
ministers only. The course was for six years, the first 
two giving a general classical education only. The 
Academy was known for its strict supervision of 
its students: six were expelled in 1780 for insolence 
and ingratitude. Candidates for the ministry were 
on probation for three months. 

The Hoxton Academy Sunday School in Hoxton Street, founded in 1814 
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In 1787 the Revd John Fell of Thaxted was 
appointed as classical and resident tutor. He was a 
man of considerable abilities and learning, but was 
removed in May 1796 because of 'some uneasiness 
arising between the Societies and him.' In an account 
of the Society published in 1819, no details of this 
'uneasiness' were given, but elsewhere it was said 
that he 'sank under the trials of his office'. Mention 
was also made of his radical political opinions. His 
friends were concerned for his welfare, and, rather 
than giving him money as charity, commissioned 
twelve lectures to be delivered by him at the Scots 
Church, London Wall. He lived long enough to give 
only four, and Dr Henry Hunter gave the remaining 
eight. The lectures were published as a book, the 
second edition, which is in the Tyssen Collection, 
listing the subscribers to the commission. 

Sources 
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of the Dissenting Academies 1660-1800, 1954,. 
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Resources at Hackney Archives 
Much of the information for this account of early dissenting 
academies is derived from items in the Tyssen Collection at 
Hackney Archives Department, which consists of printed 
sermons, tracts, religious and other printed works associated 
with Hackney from the 16th to the 20th century. Some 
publications such as 'Congregational Fund Board: An account of 
the origins ... of the Fund Board (1833) are obviously narratives 
of the institutions concerned. Others, such as The King's H ead 
Sociery: The Substance of a Report presented to the ... Socie!J. (1812) 
throw light on the actions and philosophies involved in the 
academies. Disagreements among tutors can be discovered in 
pamphlet wars such as John Pye-Smith's Vindiciae Academicae: 
A letter to the Rev. Richard Winter in defence of the Protestant 
DzssentingAcademy at Homerton (1813) and in the same writer's 
Vindiciae Academicae Part the Second ... in a rep!J to the Rev. John 
Kej/o (1813), which lead the enquirer to the publications of 
those persons named. 



Clapton Passage 
and Clapton Field: 
the 17th and 18th centuries 

Joan Hardinges 

When researching in the records of the Hand-In-Hand Insurance Office at Guildhall Library, I discovered 
a policy issued in 1706 for a substantial house which stood on the corner of Clapton Passage. I was 
curious and decided to investigate. My research snowballed as I found four other houses built nearby, 
all held by the Lateward family for more than 80 years. Starting with them, as the longest-standing 
owners, this article describes these properties, which I will call the 'Rose Garden estate', and some of the 
inhabitants and their lives from the mid-17th century to the end of the 18th century. 

The Lateward family 
Throughout the 18th century the Latewards owned freehold properties in Hackney and other properties 
held copyhold (manorial land, transferred 'by copy of court roll' granted by the local manorial court). 
Some five properties on the west side of Lower Clapton Road and in Clapton Passage were held by them 
copyhold of the manor of Lordshold, part of the Tyssen estate.1 

The family (opposite) were descendants of William Lateward, a 17th century yeoman farmer of Market 
Drayton in Shropshire. In 1669 William's son, Richard, came to London and was apprenticed for seven 
years to Leonard Cotes of the Painter Stainers' Company. On gaining his freedom, he took on as an 
apprentice his younger brother, Rowland, in 1678.2 Richard had married Naomi Merewether in about 
1676. They settled in All Hallows by the Tower parish and had two sons,John and William. Richard died 
in 1689, followed by Naomi in 1700, and as they were nonconformists they were both buried at Bunhill 
Fields.3 

Richard and Naomi's son, John, followed in his father's footsteps and became free of the Painter 
Stainers' Company by patrimony in 1703,4 and in the same year married Mary Merewether.5 It appears 
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that he actually practised the craft of painting and 
staining, as he took on his cousin Rowland of 
Market Drayton as an apprentice in 1717.6 He also 
had a financial interest in several quays along the 
Thames-side between the Tower of London and 
London Bridge. 

John first appears in Clapton in 1715, when he 
acquired, copyhold of the manor of Lordshold, a 
two acre estate on the west side of what is now 
Lower Clapton Road and abutting north on today's 
Clapton Passage. It consisted of a house and rose 
garden, and was valued at £1,000. 7 At that time 
he lived in Thames Street, St. Dunstan in the East 
parish; later at Brentford. He had three children 
who survived to adulthood: John, who died aged 
30 in 1738, Richard, and William. There were 
probably others, as four Lateward children were 
buried in the family vault at Bunhill Fields between 
1717 and 1724.8 

John Lateward probably became aware of this 
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property through his kinsmen, the Merewethers, 
one of whom rented a piece of ground adjacent 
to the house and rose garden. Dudley Ryder, who 
lived in Hackney, was acquainted with Richard 
Merewether, and recorded in his Diary that they 
met at a coffee house in December 1715 and 
discussed a controversial election to the Common 
Council of the City. The Latewards were members 
of the Independent nonconformist congregation 
who met at the Salters' and Pinners' Halls in the 
City, and Ryder also attended these meetings. 

John was very involved in the administration of 
the Painter Stainers' Company, holding the offices 
of upper warden in 1729 and master in 1731.9 In 
1735 he surrendered the Clapton property to his 
younger son, William, and his intended wife Mary 
Swain, daughter of Thomas Swain, a member of 
the Upholders' Company. At this time there were 
four houses on the estate, tenanted by William 
Thurston, Mary Holt, John Steward and Henry 
Warner.10 
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Following their marriage, William and Mary settled 
down in Thames Street, and had eight children, six 
of whom died as infants between 1736 and 17 48, 
all buried in the family vault at Bunhill Fields. 11 

Three of their children were christened at the New 
Broad Street independent chapel: Sophia in 17 40, 
John in 1741 and Elizabeth in 1746.12 Following 
the deaths of their young children, it appears that 
William and Mary moved to Clapton in about 17 50 
with their surviving daughters, Sophia aged 10 and 
Mary aged 8. Perhaps they decided that the fresh air 
and open countryside of Clapton would be more 
beneficial to the children. Although Mary was only 
in her thirties, they do not appear to have any more 
children after settling in Clapton. 

William's father, John, died in 1751 at Brentford, 
at the age of 74. He also was buried in the family 
vault at Bunhill.13 His will, made in 1747, shows he 
was quite comfortably off. He left an annuity of 
£100 to his son Richard, for the keep of his widow, 
requesting that she should live in the same house 
and under his care. Richard inherited freehold and 
copyhold properties in Mark Lane, Ratcliffe, and 
Brentford Butts; and William in Kent Street, St. 
Mary Newington and Whitechapel. 

Grand-daughters Sophia, Mary and Elizabeth 
Lateward were given £500 apiece on marriage, on 
condition that they did not marry before the age of 
21. As it happened Elizabeth died young and Mary 
did not marry, but her inheritance caused her a lot 
of trouble later on. 14 

William's wife, Mary, died in 1759 at the age of 
45, and was taken from Clapton to Bunhill Fields. 15 

A month later, at St. John at Hackney, daughter 
Sophia married John Charles Schreiber, a wealthy 
City Merchant, as his second wife. 16 William and 
his daughter, Mary, continued to live in Clapton, 
probably at the main house on the corner of 
Clapton Passage and Lower Clapton Road. 

In 1761 William obtained the copyhold of Conduit 
Farm near the turnpike at Stamford Hill. Francis 
Douce, a doctor, had held this from 1719, and 
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on his death his nephew, also Francis Douce, 
surrendered it to William Lateward. It consisted of 
18 acres of land with a farmhouse, barn and stables 
occupied by John Panter, and two small houses in 
the tenancies of Alley and Saunders.17 

William's health was failing, but he continued to 
take an interest in property dealings. In 1765 he 
became aware that Ralph and Thomas Ward wished 
to surrender Huntingtons Close (Clapton Field) 
which they had held for 22 years, so he arranged 
for his daughter, Mary, to have the copyhold of 
this field. William was suffering from 'the stone' 
and was not able to attend the manor court, so 
two representatives went along with Mary for her 
admission as copyholder.18 

Two years later William died, aged 57, a very 
wealthy man. He had made his will in 1764, 
amongst other bequests leaving Mary £80 per year, 
his one-sixteenth part of Botolph's Wharf and 
Lyon's and Hammond's Quays on the Thames, a 
house in Thames Street, a third share in Brewer's 
and Closter's Quays on lease from the Duke of 
Folkestone; his share in the partnership between 
the owners of the free quays, and the £500 legacy 
from her grandfather, which William had invested 
and received interest on. 

Daughter Sophia was to have the rents and profits of 
Conduit Farm at Stamford Hill, and the dividends 
of shares in the Bow and West Ham Water Works. 
Her husband, John Charles Schreiber, was left the 
rents and dividends of a third share in Brewer's and 
Closter's Quays. 19 Sophia and Mary received half 
shares in the Clapton properties, while William's 
brother, Richard, and John Welford received half 
shares in Conduit Farm.20 

William's relatives were not pleased with their 
inheritance, and the will was contested not only by 
the immediate family but by cousins in Shropshire. 
From the list of creditors and debtors in the court 
records it appears that, although a very sick man, 
he had kept up his affluent lifestyle to the end. He 
owed money to William Hudson for two double 

boxes of silks, to James Simms for shaving and 
combing wigs, and to John Strettin for dressing his 
peruke. Other creditors were John Langley, hatter; 
David Young and Co, tailors; John Ellicott and 
Son, watchmakers; Adams Steavens, brewers, and 
Susannah and Jonathan Coleman, breeches makers. 
Brother Richard claimed £54.3s.4d for William's 
share in the board of their mother, although their 
father had bequeathed Richard £100 a year for this 
purpose.21 

Clapton Field in dispute 
Clapton Field covered the area of the present 
Clapton Square, formerly Huntingtons Close, 
bounded by Lower Clapton Road to the south 
and Clarence Road ( originally 'Back Lane') to the 
west. A path ran from the north-east corner of the 
field diagonally across to the south-west, making 
a short cut to Hackney church for the residents 
of Clapton. In 1772 John Charles Schreiber and 
his wife Sophia, nee Lateward, had a dispute with 
Sophia's sister, Mary, over the field. They took Mary 
to court, stating that prior to their father, William, 
making his will he became copyholder of Clapton 
Field, and in 1765 had concluded an agreement for 
its purchase, and surrendered part of the field to 
his daughter, Mary, in lieu of her £500 inheritance 
from her grandfather. Sophia Schreiber stated that 
on a visit to her father's house in Hackney the day 
before the hearing, William had told her that this 
was his intention. Mary Lateward then came into 
the room and William said 'Polly, I have just been 
telling your sister what I intend to do to-morrow to 
make over the field instead of the legacy given you 
by your grandfather's will', or similar words. 

However, William was very sick, and failed to alter 
his will. Mary had therefore inherited the £500, as 
well as having Clapton Field. On several occasions 
the couple had approached Mary and requested 
her to surrender a half share in the ownership 
of the field and its profits. Mary insisted that the 
field was not in lieu of the £500 but a free and 
voluntary gift. She said that her father considered 
her to be a trustee, and she had passed the rents 
and profits to him. She also considered that the 
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value of the property was only £350, and not an 
adequate exchange. 

Charles and Sophia claimed that William had 
purchased the field as one of several in a lot, and 
disposed of the other premises to great advantage. 
The field produced a net annual rent of £26 or 
more, and was worth more than £500. In addition 
to this, Mary had sold a few feet of the field to the 
trustees of the Hackney turnpike, for widening the 
public road. However, according to the manorial 
records, at a court baron on 5th April 1765 Ralph 
and Thomas Ward surrendered 8 acres in Clapton 
Field, then known as Huntingtons Close, to Mary 
Lateward. No mention was made of William 
Lateward purchasing the field. 22 The court decided 
that Mary was trustee of the field, and should pay 
John and Sophia Schreiber half the money received 
by her on sale or surrender. 23 

Mary lived for another 19 years in Clapton, 
outliving Sophia, and died in 1791 at the age of 
49. Her will of 1778 requested burial at Bunhill 
Fields, as near to her father as possible. She was 
quite a wealthy lady, and made bequests of more 
than £1200 in all. The number made to clerics, 
including the ministers who were lecturers at 
Pinners' Hall, the meeting place for Independents, 
suggest a religious inclination. £100 was left to the 
Orphan School in City Road. All her property was 
to be sold and the money distributed amongst her 
nephew and nieces, Thomas, Sophia and Louisa 
Schreiber.24 Mary's quarter share in the houses at 
Clapton was surrendered to her executors, John 
Welford (sometimes Wofford) and John Evans, 
following which Thomas Schreiber was admitted 
copyholder. 25 In fact, Thomas's father,John Charles 
Schreiber (known also merely as Charles Schreiber) 
had been insuring the houses since 1771, and 
continued to do so until his decease in 1801. 

In accordance with her will, Mary was taken from 
Clapton to Bunhill, and the family vault was opened 
for the last time. 26 
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The 'Rose Garden estate' 
The main house on the estate appears to have 
been held of the manor of Lordshold by Robert 
Perwich, from at least the mid-17th century. It was 
quite a substantial brick house on the south east 
corner of what is now Clapton Passage, with a 
frontage of 72 feet, and a rose garden of two acres 
to the south. The house may have been built in the 
late 16th or early 17th century, and was comparable 
in value to Sutton House.27 

Robert Perwich may have taken over the house in 
1643 on his marriage to Mary Mason. They had a 
large family of at least 13 children, eight of whom 
survived him, but it is not certain whether they 
lived at the house or if Perwich let it . One of his 
daughters was the celebrated Susannah Perwich, 
who was well-known for her accomplishments in 
music, playing the piano in concert, composing, 
singing and dancing. She died young, of a fever, 
in 1661,and is said to have been buried from her 
father's house in Church Street, the grave being 
in the middle aisle of the old church.28 If Robert 
Perwich did in fact live in Church Street at this time, 
he may have sublet the 'Rose Garden' property. He 
had several properties in Hackney, and paid tax on 
32 hearths in the parish in 1662. 29 

Perwich also held land and properties of both 
Lordshold and Grumbolds manors in Hackney. 
On his death in 1676, he bequeathed these -
including the Rose Garden property - to his wife 
Mary and daughters Prudence, Hester, Elizabeth 
and Meliora, nominating his wife to be guardian 
of the daughters who were unmarried and under 
21.30 Mary made her will in 1682, by which time 
two of the daughters had married, Prudence to 
Henry Wise and Hester to John Smith. It appears 
that Mary Perwich did not like John Smith, as she 
bequeathed Hester's portion to her 'loving friend' 
Gabriel Reeve and her son-in-law William Rudyard, 
specifying that they should pay the rents and profits 
thereof into Hester's hands and 'ensure that her 
husband did not intermeddle in or receive any part 
thereof'. The other two thirds she bequeathed to 
daughters Elizabeth and Meliora, Prudence having 
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already been provided for. Mary died in 1686, by 
which time the other two daughters had married, 
Elizabeth to John Seller and Meliora to Andrea La 
Grange, a Huguenot. 31 

In 1692 they surrendered the Rose Garden property 
to Thomas Hunt of Chigwell in Essex, who lived 
at the house for some 22 years until his death in 
1714. In 1706 he insured the house against fire for 
the sum of £1000. 32 He bequeathed the house, 
together with a copyhold farm at Chigwell, to his 
unmarried daughter Elizabeth, known as Eliza, on 
condition that she paid an annual sum of £40 to 
her mother Elizabeth.33 

In 1715 Eliza surrendered the property to John 
Lateward, although she appears to have continued 
to live there until at least 1720.34 Over the next 30 
years the house had three tenants: Elizabeth Story, 
William Thurston and William Perkins. From 1742 
William Lateward insured the house as being in 
the possession of himself and undertenants, so it 
may have been divided and shared, though he may 
have had sole possession from about 1750 until 
his death in 1767. In 1757 he doubled the insured 
value to £2000, and seven years later increased it 
to £2500.35 William's son-in-law, Charles Schreiber, 
renewed the policy in 1771 for the same amount, 
but it lapsed in 1778, when Charles Schreiber 
insured two houses on the site ( marked W. and 'B' 
on the map extract, opposite). 

One of these, valued at £1000, stood about 10 yards 
from Clapton Alley (now Clapton Passage). This 
was a three storey house, measuring 45 by 55 feet. 36 

It was let to Elizabeth Lambe, followed by Susannah 
Walker and Henry Derritt, until 1 792 when Dr 
Joseph Priestley moved in. Priestley, the discoverer 
of oxygen and one of England's greatest scientists, 
was also a radical philosopher and theologian. He 
had left Birmingham in haste, after his house was 
burned down by rioters provoked by a celebration 
of the French Revolution. Following this, he was 
offered a post as tutor at Hackney College. Priestley 
himself said he 'took a long lease' of the house and 
fixed up a new laboratory'. 37 However, this cannot 

have been a lengthy lease in any modern 
sense, as the house remained Schreiber's 
copyhold, and there is no mention in 
the records of Priestley's taking over 
the copyhold or acquiring a substantial 
leasehold interest. Priestley lived at the 
house from 1792 to 1794, then emigrated 
to America. 

The other house on the site was a smaller 
house measuring 3 7 by 22 feet, and 
valued at only £400. This was occupied 
by James Gray. Schreiber continued to 
be owner until his death in 1801, when 
both of these houses were assigned to 
a Robert Tutt of Stoke Newington, a 
calico printer. 38 

It therefore appears that either the original 
house was demolished and two houses 
built on the site, or it was converted into 
two dwellings. The original house had 
been valued at £2500, whereas the two 
together amounted to £1400. 

In 1722 John Lateward insured another 
house on the estate, probably built 
about 1720, on the south side of Clapton Passage 
(marked 'C' on the map). This was another three
storey detached house, with a basement, but smaller 
than Thomas Hunt's, being insured for only £450, 
and measuring 49 by 15 feet. It also had a two
storey kitchen and brewhouse adjoining at the rear, 
measuring 33 by 21 feet. Frances Worthington was 
living there at the time, but by 1724 Richard Holt, 
his wife Mary, and daughter Sarah had moved in. 39 

Richard Holt only lived there for a short time, as 
he died in 1 726 aged 4 7, and his wife, Mary, took 
over the tenancy. She lived there with Sarah until 
her death in 1741 at the age of 57, when she left 
everything to her daughter, who continued to live 
at the house.40 

Following William Lateward's death in 1768, 
his daughter Mary Lateward paid the taxes, but 
Sarah Holt was described as the occupier until her 
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A, B Houses insured by Charles Schrieber in 1778 

C House insured by John Lateward in 1722 

D Stables taken by Edward Hanson, 1792 

E Small house, probably of the 17 40s 

Extract from Starling's parish map, 1831 

death in 1791. Whether or not Mary was also in 
occupation remains something of a mystery. By 
1764 the value had almost doubled to £700. Mary 
Lateward died in the summer of 1791, aged 49, 
and Sarah at the end of the same year, at the great 
age of 82. She was laid to rest in her parents' grave 
in Hackney churchyard. In her will, in addition to 
disposing of her household furniture - including 
a bath, stove, fire shovel, tongs, poker and fender 
- she bequeathed to Mrs Richard Newcome 11 
cups and saucers, a slop basin, a sugar dish and a 
Derbyshire Spar Cream urn and ladle. A tea urn, six 
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silver teaspoons and silver tea tongs went to Mrs 
Sophia Combrune. Sarah appears to have been very 
involved with tea, as when her landlord, William 
Lateward, died in 1767, he owed Sarah £2.5.0d for 
tea. She may have sold raw tea or run a small tea 
shop or tea garden. 41 Bequests of money to three 
Newcomes and mourning rings to ten members of 
the family, including Captain Newcome, indicates a 
strong friendship with the family, who ran Hackney 
School in Lower Clapton Road.42 

From 1792 Edward Hanson occupied this house, 
and at the same time took over some stables with 
lofts over ('D' on the map on page 17), on the north 
side of the road between Clapton and Hackney 
(approximately on the site of the Hackney Baths). 
These were first insured by William Lateward in 
1750, when occupied by Samuel Harris. Hanson 
was another nonconformist, being connected with 
the dissenters' meeting at New Broad Street, and 
was probably acquainted with Mary Lateward and 
other members of the family before moving into 
the house. He lived there for ten years, becoming 
the copyholder in 1801, and died in January 1803. 

Among his bequests were annual sums of £10 to 
the pastor at New Broad Street and to the poor of 
the congregation. He left dividends and interest for 
the education of poor boys between the ages of 
seven and 14 at a charity school to be established at 
Homerton Chapel. To the Orphan Working School 
in the City Road he bequeathed £200, and to the 
Protestant Dissenting Academy at Hoxton £400.44 

From 1803 Richard Knight, a great friend of Joseph 
Priestley, rented the house. During Knight's tenancy 
the house was re-surveyed and in 1812 insured for 
£2,500, being described in the insurance records as 
a three-storey house with a kitchen, a 'brewhouse 
and basement, standing clear' and with a coach 
house, stables, lofts and rooms over. The stables 
and coach house at the south end of the garden 
belonging to this house appear to have been those 
insured by William Lateward in 1750. They may 
have been used over the years by the tenants of the 
other properties on the estate. 

The next house on the estate insured with the 
Hand-in-Hand was a small detached two-storey 

Joseph Priestlry's house on Lower Clapton Road, at the south east corner of Clapton Passage 
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brick house with -
garrets, 'on the west 
side of the road at 
Clapton opposite 
Mrs. Thurston's 
Boarding School' 
('E' on page 17). 
It first appeared in 
the Hackney rating 
records in the 1740s 
and was most likely 
built at this time. Its 
floor area measured 
only 22 by 1 7 feet, 
and the stable had 
approximately the 
same dimensions. 
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William Lateward insured it in 1750, when it was 
valued at £120 and the stable at £30. According to 
the policy, it had been occupied by John Murphy 
but was at that time empty. However, Murphy paid 
the rates on the house until at least 1759. After this, 
the house appears to have lain empty for ten years, 
when John Atkinson took it over for a couple of 
years, followed by William Young. 

On William Lateward's death a half share in the 
property was assigned to his daughter Mary. On 
her death her interest devolved to the co-owner, 
her brother-in-law Charles Schreiber. The house 
continued to be occupied by Young until at least 
1799.45 

Other houses 
The history of the other two houses on the estate, 
in the 1730s occupied by John Steward and Henry 
Warner, is uncertain. They do not appear to have 
been insured with the Hand-in-Hand and no deeds 
survive. They were however occupied by various 
tenants from the 1720s until at least the 1770s.46 

Schreiber insured a house on the estate in 1778, 
which may have been one of these.47 It was a three
storey brick house with a wash house, valued at 
£600, 'on the south side of Clapton Alley adjoining 
westward to his other houses'. A Mr Empson 
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The area in the late 1860s 

occupied it for many years, followed by Henry Hall 
from the 1780s. This may have been the house 
occupied by John Steward in the 1730s.48 

Clapton Square and after 
During the 18th century Hackney had become 
less favoured by the titled and very wealthy, and 
business men travelling daily to the City began to 
move in. Many large houses were converted into 
schools, asylums and the like. As one example, Dr 
Joseph Priestley's house on the corner of Clapton 
Passage became a school. 

In 1816 Clapton Field was auctioned in lots and 
Clapton Square laid out. It came up for sale again 
in 1869, with a proposal that the garden in the 
centre should be built over. The present houses in 
Clapton Passage and along Lower Clapton Road 
were built in the 1880s. A large house at the north
east corner of the square, and Sarah Holt/Hanson's 
house on the south side of Clapton Passage ('C' 
on page 17), remained to the end of the century, 
when they were demolished for the building of 
Cavendish Mansions and St. John's Mansions, in 
1899 and 1901 respectively. 

The Lateward and Schreiber family's connection 
ceased with the death of John Charles Schreiber and 
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the assignment to Robert Tutt of Stoke Newington, 
calico printer. William Lateward's brother, Richard, 
does not appear to have acquired any interest at 
Clapton, other than as executor of William's will. He 
became lord of the manor of Perivale by purchase 
in 1767. On his death without heirs in 1801, John 
Schreiber, son of Sophia Lateward, inherited the 
manor, and was granted the right to use the name 
Lateward and associated arms.49 The family are 
commemorated in monuments in Perivale church 
and churchyard, and in Lateward Road, Brentford, 
where they held land in the 18th century. 
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Masters and servants: 
the Norris papers 

Isobel Watson 

Augmenting the collection 
In late 2004, the Friends of Hackney Archives bought, at auction in Chichester, two manuscript volumes 
dating to the early 18th century. Our interest in the documents lay not only in their having been compiled 
by Hackney residents, but that Hackney Archives Department already held a substantial collection of 
estate papers originating with the same family. We knew that one contained, among other things, copies 
of letters from Henry Norris (c.1677-1762), a London merchant, to his son Hugh, then representing 
family interests in Stockholm; and that the other contained notes about their Hackney and other property 
compiled by Henry, and, towards the end of the 18th century, by his great-grandson Revd. Henry Handley 
Norris (1771-1850). 1 

Henry Norris I is of more than ordinary interest, because of the survival of his justicing notebook. 
An honest and conscientious magistrate on a Middlesex bench noted for its corruption, the record of 
his decision-making reveals a decisive, disciplined and stern character;2 an impression which his letters 
reinforce. This article explores what was found in the two volumes when they came home to Hackney, 
in the context of other available archival sources. As the material is disparate in its origin and date, 
what emerges, from both Hackney volumes and stray documents elsewhere, is a series of disconnected 
vignettes, which nevertheless enable us to form a partial picture of the Norrises and their world, and in 
particular their role as apprentice-masters and masters of households. 

Origins 
The first Norris to make a home in Hackney was Hugh, a self-made City trader from Somerset who 
held administrative office under Cromwell. In 1653 he bought 31 acres and a mansion house at Grove 
Street, the old road south from Well Street.3 This estate was not large enough to support a gentleman's 
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lifestyle through rentals, but more than adequate 
as a convenient country retreat from the City, with 
fields close by and a small acreage in Hackney 
Marshes which could be let for crops or grazing. 

Through seven generations, between the 
Cromwellians of the mid 17th century and the 
high Anglicans of the mid 19tl1, each generation 
of Norrises husbanded City-created wealth m 
investment property urban or 
rural, usually taking a substantial 
house in a satellite village; in 
each generation taking a step 
further back from gainful daily 
employment. Hugh's grandson 
Henry Norris I no doubt 
relished his ascent from mere 
'Mr Henry Norris' to 'Henry 
Norris Esquire'; he devised 
elaborate (and unofficial) 
armorial bearings (right), which 
alluded also to arms borne by relations of his 
mother, Esther Watson, and of his second wife, 
Sarah Sawyer. 

Yet none of the succeeding generations equalled 
the grasp of the value of investment in land shown 
by Henry Norris I and his forefathers . It fell to 
H enry Norris V, who neither studied nor worked, 
but was established by his father as an Oxfordshire 
country squire, to reap the harvest sown by his 
ancestors when in the 1860s he sold the Hackney 
estate for building. 

In business 
The first Henry Norris was the son and grandson 
of successful merchants. His father and grandfather 
had traded with the Levant,4 but Henry was to 
develop a business importing from the Baltic -
mostly iron, timber, or the pitch and tar used in 
shipbuilding - either on his own account or as an 
agent, 'on commission'. 

By 1700 he was based in Stockholm. Two letters to 
him from this period are held at Guildhall Library. 
One came from the partnership formed by his 
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elder brother Hugh with the Huguenot merchant 
Joseph Collet. They stepped in, on the death of a 
supplier, to secure credit and source the apparel, 
wine and tobacco Henry required for his own use. 
This letter, of February 1701, like so much routine 
business correspondence of the time, combines the 
detail of everyday transactions with hot political 
news; war with France was imminent, and a French 
plot to invade Scotland had been discovered.5 

The second letter, the 
followingJuly, was from Collet 
personally, and conveyed a 
more personal anxiety. He had 
been gossiping ('had some 
discourse', as he puts it), with 
Thomas Nisbet and Michael 
Mitford, both Baltic merchants: 
Nisbet was a substantial 
client of Henry's for Swedish 
commodities (and probably 

also his former apprentice-master). N isbet had 
told Collet of Henry's intention to visit London 
the following winter. This alarmed Collet; it would 
damage business for the partners not to have his 
presence in Stockholm. Worse, Nisbet alleged that 
Henry's purpose was to get married. Collet passes 
on all sorts of objections, ostensibly Nisbet's own. 
Marriage would be 

a clog upon you, and hinder your advancement in 
the world; not only by an increase o f [expenses] 
but also by the disreputation it would give you as a 
fac tor abroad; ... few men would be willing to trust 
their estates in the hands of a man who should have 
the care of a family as well as of their affairs upon 
him; there were several instances of miscarriage and 
none of success (at least at Stockholm) on the same 
account; ... as for [Nisbet], he would be under no 
obligation to continue his business to a married man, 
much less could he make an interest for such a one 
amongst his acquaintances.6 

Nor did Nisbet much like the lady, thinking 'neither 
her age nor her person' suitable; though he spoke 
as one married into the same family. Clearly, Collet 
wasn't in Henry's confidence as to 'the force of 
[his] inclinations', and trod more cautiously, neither 

agreeing nor disagreeing. Henry was, he says, 'much 
better able to make a judgment than myself', and 
limited his own advice to making sure, if Henry's 
mind was made up, that the negotiations and 
paperwork for any marriage settlement were tied 
up well before a visit. 

Henry made the disputed journey. He married 
Elizabeth Brookes, of the parish of St Peter, Cheap, 
the following March, in Hampton Court chapel.7 

Nothing in his character suggests impetuosity, and 
everything suggests firmness of purpose, so it 
was presumably Elizabeth to whom Nisbet took 
particular, as well as general, exception. 

Arranging a marriage 
Henry Norris returned to Stockholm with his new 
wife. Their sons Hugh and Henry were born there, 
and the family remained almost a decade. At the 
outset, trade was sticky, and Nisbet (clearly still an 
important client) inclined to find fault. 8 Henry's 
return to London at the end of the decade may 
have been planned, or may have been connected 
with the bankruptcy of Collet, his brother's 
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partner. Collet recovered, and worked hard and 
long to clear his debts, going on to become the 
East India Company's governor in Madras. Though 
he remained on excellent terms with Hugh, his 
relations with Henry became formal and frosty. 9 

By 1727, when the recently-purchased volume 
opens, Henry was in business on his own account 
in London. Until his retirement in 1735, the letters 
were written as from his City residence in Lime 
Street. They give an occasional insight into dealing 
in commodities, including an attempt to obtain a 
temporary monopoly of potash supply from the 
Russian government. But this is exceptional; there 
is relatively little information about trading, beyond 
glancing references to bids for navy contracts, 
investment in iron works, and the respective 
creditworthiness of Chitty's or Clifford's banks. 
There is little or nothing about politics, and 
nothing at all about Henry's activities as a justice of 
the peace, or the roles he played in Hackney parish 
government. The substance concerns closely
interrelated commercial and family relationships. 
It seems the volume was set aside for drafting 
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the most confidential correspondence, which 
with a few digressions concerned the business of 
managing people. 

Henry had invested £2000, a quarter share, in 
buying for his elder son Hugh a partnership in a 
Stockholm trading house. Hugh was supposed to 
keep the accounts, though his father persistently 
berated him for neglect and tardiness. The 
enterprise was in difficulties by 1727, notably 
through an unsecured investment in a Swedish 
ironworks ('the unfortunate Schiebo affair'). 
Hugh not only neglected proper accounting; he 
misrepresented his expenditure, and was inclined 
to self-indulgence - 'I am sorry you are growing 
too fat. The best remedy is temperance in eating 
and drinking and as much exercise as your business 
will permit you to take' admonished his father. 

Though his business was beginning to fall apart, 
Hugh agitated to be permitted to winter in London, 
and campaigned to be set up in an advantageous 
marriage. He expressed interest in Henry's 'niece 
M. S.' - an interest Henry attempted to discourage 
on the grounds that her fortune greatly exceeded 
Hugh's. This may have been a gambit, as by 
August Henry was more inclined to negotiate an 
understanding with his son, and in the autumn put 
forward a proposition. 

I have now to acquaint you with a proposal that is made 
to me which I shall only name and leave the matter 
entirely to your own determination without persuading 
you one way or another only telling you that if you 
like it I have no objection provided you fix absolutely 
to return to Sweden and spend yet some years there. 
The proposition is for your marriage with the eldest 
daughter of Mr John Skipp of Ledbury. You must well 
remember Mrs Molly Skipp from the time we were at 
their house a few years ago, she has been several months 
here in Brother Norris's house10 and seems very pretty 
and in all respects a well behaved agreeable young lady. 
Her age is 22 and her father will give her £1500 down 
and £500 more at his death. Both the father and young 
lady have been consulted and do agree that if upon 
your meeting you shall like one another, she shall go 
with you and spend some years with you in Sweden. 

John Skipp, of Ledbury in Herefordshire, was 
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a first cousin,11 and Molly's brother Thomas (of 
whom more later) had recently become Henry 
Norris's apprentice. 

Henry was not as detached as he tried to make out. 
Not only does he appear to have taken the lead 
and 'consulted' the Skipps; he offered Hugh 'an 
addition to the fortune I have given' if the match 
was made. Proof that he was positively selling 
the match to his son comes from the manuscript, 
where the young lady's personal attractions ('very 
pretty') have been added, as an afterthought, to the 
preliminary draft's approval of her behaviour and 
demeanour. 

Hugh did come to London (though the Lime Street 
house was too full to accommodate him), and 
the couple seem to have been acceptable to one 
another. But the courtship did not run smoothly. 
Molly fell ill, one of several invalids in the wider 
Norris network that winter, and Henry's displeasure 
about mismanagement in Sweden deepened as 
the details emerged. He insisted that the debacle 
was resolved before Hugh could proceed 'in your 
Ledbury business'. A further winter passed, and 
the financial embarrassment had to be explained 
to 'cousin Skipp', who was pacified with barrels of 
oysters. 

Not for the first time, assistance came from a fellow 
trader, James Mould, in Stockholm. With Mould's 
assistance Henry manoeuvred to extract from the 
partnership one Montgo, whose 'rashness and ill 
conduct' incur part of his blame. Eventually the 
imbroglio had a serious effect on his own cash 
flow. Hugh was in complete disgrace, and recalled 
to England. Thus Henry to Mould -

I am heartily ashamed to have occasioned you trouble 
in writing out the accounts of my son Hugh which I 
never intended, but only desired to know in general 
how his accounts stood which he never informed me 
of. It is a very great addition to my trouble that he 
should have squandered away so much money but it 
is past recalling both for him and for me and I shall 
never trust him with anything again, money not being 
so plentiful with me whatever it has been with him. 

James Shepherd's elevation for Henry Norris's new house 

Eventually, in September 1729, Hugh and Molly 
were married, and established in an estate at Ramsey 
in Hampshire: Hugh was required to relinquish 
formally any expectation of inheritance of the 
Hackney estate.12 As Henry explained to Robert 
Campbell, a Scots merchant based in Stockholm 13 

I found that not only things had gone crossly with [him] 
but had reason to fear that he had squandered away a 
good deal of money. I have therefore settled him in the 
country though not to my mind fully yet in the best way 
I could and he will come no more into business ... 

It was sore against my inclination but was willing to do 
something to save him from utter ruin. However he is 
and will be for his whole life tied up to hard meat which 
he must thank himself for and may at full leisure repent 
his own folly. 

Henry's finances cannot have been too severely 
compromised. The turbulence generated by Hugh's 
defalcations and rehabilitation had not prevented 
him commissioning from carpenter/builder James 
Shephard (with a comprehensive specification) 
a new, fashionably classical house on the site of 
the ramshackle old Grove Street mansion west of 
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what became Lauriston Road, near its junction 
with Penshurt Road. The main building was begun 
in the spring of 1728 and new outbuildings late the 
following year. 

The final reference to Molly Skipp in Henry's 
letters comes three years later, when settlement 
of the property in the leather-working district 
of Bermondsey (valued at £1,500, balancing the 
Skipp contribution exactly) had as yet been only 
partly executed. 14 The Skipps may have had a hard 
bargain of it. 15 Henry wrote to Hugh -

I am much concerned to hear of my daughter's 
indisposition but if it should proceed from a good 
cause and that there were hope of her breeding I hope 
it would end well, though in that case I would not 
advise upon any terms and your making a journey at the 
present so pray let me know how the matter stands ... 

It is not known how long Molly lived, though she 
evidently did not 'breed', dying long before old 
age, without issue. The sole remaining reference 
to Hugh's matrimonial affairs occurs much later, 
in 1749, in a letter to Henry's son-in-law Peter du 
Cane instructing him that Hugh's second marriage 
was 'to be kept secret' - a habit of mind, if no more, 
evident throughout Henry's correspondence. Even 
before he produced an heir, in middle age Hugh 
established a more cordial relationship with his 
father. 16 

Apprentices 
The major theme in Henry Norris's confidential 
letters is the trying business of acquiring, retaining, 
supervising, and placing apprentices, both his own 
and those of his peers. In 1729, Henry's younger 
son - another Henry, described by his father as 
'very sober and careful' - benefited from Hugh's 
downfall. On completing his apprenticeship, he was 
taken into partnership. Henry senior was so anxious 
to 'introduce him so as that he may be able in time 
to stand upon his own legs' that he proposed him 
for membership of the Russia Company before his 
apprenticeship had been fully served or its articles 
formally enrolled, and was duly rebuked for the 
former and fined for the latter.17 
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Henry senior was soon invoked by Robert Campbell, 
his Scots friend and associate in Stockholm, to 
advise him as to the placement of his own sons, 
John and Robert junior. Henry interviewed them 
in London, apparently with apprenticeship in 
mind, and soon assumed a role supervising the 
two boys and their younger brother. He found 
John a 'pretty behaved young gentleman' - he 
says nothing about Robert - but John baulked at 
the prospect of seven years' indentures. Henry 
offered Campbell 'easy' terms (£250) for a three 
or four year training, promising 'to take the utmost 
care that he may spend his time so as it may be to 
his own advantage and your satisfaction', but by 
the early summer of 1731 disillusion had set in. 
Henry was alarmed by both young men's spending 
habits. He had arranged for each to have an annual 
allowance of £30, for clothing and pocket money, 
'which was the sum I allowed my sons and did 
well serve them', plus £5 worth of linen. Though 
John had 'seemed to approve of this pretty well', 
it was less than they were used to, and they failed 
to account to Henry's satisfaction as to where 
money was going. Relations soured; by July Henry 
and Campbell senior had agreed the boys should 
leave London. Henry doubted the wisdom of 
sending them to Scotland, and said so: 'the sooner 
they come under your immediate care the better'. 
To Stockholm they went, Henry holding out the 
possibility of a partnership for one or other ('if 
they behave themselves to satisfaction') in the mid-
1730s, when he planned to hand over to Henry 
)Un10r. 

Henry exploited the tactical advantage this situation 
gave him towards resolving a problem of his own: 
the future of Thomas Skipp, Molly's brother. 
Henry had taken Thomas as an apprentice in 1727, 
charging his cousin John (now Hugh's father-in
law) 700 guineas for the privilege. Campbell was 
now asked to take him on, and give him experience 
in his Swedish office. Campbell prevaricated, 
Henry persisted, and Thomas was damned with 
faint praise: 

As to his character he has behaved himself very well 
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with me and is not guilty of any vice as I believe. He is 
steady and sedate though not very quick and sufficiently 
fit for business and may make you a very good hand 
that you may depend upon for care and application. 
I do not desire his staying above five or six years in 
Sweden and hope that in that time he may be able to 
remove and become rather useful than a hindrance to 
you and your family for I would have him to settle at 
Bristol ... 

Eventually Campbell agreed, but there were delays 
while Thomas's London replacement was found, 
and hints of a deeper worry. By mid-1732 plans 
were being made for his voyage, for his being set to 
work 'directly' in Campbell's counting house 'that 
he may not be one day idle', and his lodging with a 
Swedish family. His workload was to be relentless: 

As to the German tongue, when he is perfect in the 
Swedish he may learn the other at spare times and 
lodge then in a German house. 

It was not to be. As the departure date approached, 
though he continued in his duties, Thomas 
increasingly manifested signs of 'disorder in the 
head' ('lowness of spirits' was a symptom, and 
initially the treatment prescribed was 'cupping' and 
the lapse of time). Henry postponed the Stockholm 
voyage (with a cryptic warning to Campbell about 
'needful care' of Thomas), and arranged to send 
him homewards by the Oxford coach. In the 
meantime, he was sent to Hackney. 

Henry went to Hackney for the weekend, primed 
with the arrangements for the journey to Oxford, 
but Thomas had a spectacular breakdown. He 
left the house early on the Sunday morning and 
effectively absconded into London 'in a disordered 
manner', turning up in Lime Street, where he could 
neither be persuaded to return to his father, nor 
be restrained at home, but once again disappeared. 
Henry was summoned from Hackney, and as by this 
time Thomas 'had already assaulted and threatened 
the lives of several of my servants', on his return 
Thomas was 'secured' and put in the hands of the 
doctors Monro and Tyssen (physicians to Bethlem 
Hospital), though in a 'private house'. 18 

Henry's instinct was to conceal this disaster from 
everyone but Thomas's father - Henry junior and 
his wife being away at Tunbridge - and was, no 
doubt with reason, fearful that Thomas would 
'never forgive him' for his part in this episode. 
Presumably John Skipp did come to London, as 
requested, and take charge of Thomas before the 
younger Norrises came back from the spa; both 
disappear from the account into the unrecorded 
misery of the past. 

By the spring of 1734 Henry had agreed to take on 
a new apprentice (on much less stringent terms) but 
straitened business circumstances did not deflect 
his planned retirement. He was also calling in his 
debts: his daughter Mary was about to be married to 
Peter du Cane - another former apprentice. 19 The 
final letter to Robert Campbell, on his retirement 
in January 1734/ 5, congratulated the latter on his 
new partnership with James Mould, and asked the 
new partners to shoulder a greater proportion of 
their common enterprises than hitherto, as Henry 
junior - though with £7,000 of his own - would 
have a smaller 'stock in trade' than father and son 
held jointly. 

Friend and client 
A rare sidelight on the Norrises' interaction with 
a client, as well as on the characters of father and 
son, comes from a small group of letters written 
at the turn of 1734/ 5 and now held in Cambridge. 
Robert Buxton (1710-1751) was a young man, in 
his early twenties, from a wealthy Norfolk family 
of landowners, whose poor health drove him to 
the south of France in the company of a personal 
physician. During his travels the N orrises acted, in 
effect, as his bankers. 

Henry senior wrote formally and deferentially, 
though he could hardly restrain a note of irritation 
at the young man's failures of communication ('in 
future should be glad you would advise us when 
and what money you take up which you ordered Mr 
Chabbert to draw on us'). In the throes of a letter 
of condolence on the sudden death of Buxton's 
brother in Paris, he astutely solicited business. 20 
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Henry junior, newly his father's partner, strikes a very 
different note, addressing the traveller (sometimes 
on the same day, in a separate letter) as a friend 
and equal as well as a client. His letters are full of 
political and naval news; but also of family gossip 
and references to mutual friends. Himself married 
less than two years since to Elizabeth Handley, he 
enthused about his sister's forthcoming wedding 
to Peter du Cane ('a very pretty young gentleman 
who served his time to my father'). 'It is certainly 
the most happy state in this life where the parties 
live in a mutual good opinion of each other and 
have a common share of discretion', he goes on, 
hoping that his friend will one day give him 'the 
pleasure of congratulating [him] on so happy an 
occasion'. But mainly this native of Stockholm, 
while deftly tucking into the correspondence some 
routine matters concerning Buxton's account 
with the firm, did not try to conceal his envy of 
his friend's opportunity to travel in southern 
Europe. Attempting to cheer his rather melancholy 
correspondent, Henry conveyed his understanding 
of the French character -

[their] character, you know ... is that they are a debonair, 
frank sort of people which may partly be owing to their 
climate and partly to their food, the former of which 
is more serene and the latter not so heavy as ours here; 
they are reckoned also gay and merry .... 

Aware that his own work-ridden life made his side 
of the correspondence much less entertaining, he 
longed to know about the sights Robert saw in 
France ('which in all human probability I cannot 
ever expect to see myself ') .21 Though his replies do 
not survive, it seems that Robert obliged. 

About this time the principal members of the 
London family were painted by the fashionable 
artist Gawen Hamilton. We have a picture of Henry 
junior on the left of the portrait, a short, stocky 
man bearing a clear resemblance to Henry senior, 
who is seated slightly off-centre beside Sarah, 
his second wife. Henry junior, the rising young 
merchant, appears to be introducing the sitters to 
the viewer. His wife Elizabeth, with their second 
child Elizabeth and the infant Henry Handley 
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Norris, appear at his side, strangely monochrome; 
one inference may be that Elizabeth's social 
importance is lower than that of the other sitters. 
The children's ages suggest a date about 1737 for 
the picture. Mary (who appears in a contemporary 
du Cane family portrait by the same artist) and a 
young man who is almost certainly her husband, 
Peter du Cane, are to the right. Henry junior and 
the paterfamilias dominate the picture and seem to 
ooze with satisfaction with themselves and their 
alliances. Of Hugh or his wife there is no sign.22 

Estate management 
In 1740 Henry Norris senior bought a substantial 
tranche of property at Blackfriars, on the west side 
of St Andrews Hill just north of the later Queen 
Victoria Street, consisting of a warren of courts and 
alleys and the Green Dragon public house.23 The 
second of the notebooks acquired in Chichester 
contains notes of rentals, from 1 720 to 17 55, for 
this City property, for the 31 acres at Grove Street, 
and land at Bermondsey (Snows Fields) which 
grew in value as leases expired. It also contains 
memoranda of Henry senior's disbursements 
on the Hackney property in 1722; his purchases 
of wine and ale on taking up residence there full 
time in 1735; notes about the growth 
in turnover between 1738 and 1755 of 
the Hackney turnpike, of which he was 
treasurer; various addresses of London 
tradesmen; and meticulous notes of the 
planting of his orchard, with numbered 
specimens and comments on the qualities 
of different fruiting varieties. 

After his retirement Henry's letters also 
deal with his inherited property interests 
at Kibworth and Billesden near Market 
Harborough, Leicestershire,24 and in 
Bedfordshire ('my little farm', formerly 
Freemans), the latter held on life 
interests bequeathed to his second wife, 
Sarah Sawyer, and her sister Alice, which 
ceased on Sarah's death. (One tenant was 

the egregious Sir Francis D ashwood of H ell Fire 
Club fame.) Henry's firmness as a landlord was 
tempered with a pragmatic, if relative, compassion: 
'if you find they are really poor and unable to pay 
without being utterly distressed', he wrote to one 
local agent, 'I am by no means willing to ruin a 
family'. 25 Each summer from 1746 to 1749 he 
planned a progress through this scattered empire, 
issuing summonses to agents and others to meet 
him for a dinner at local inns as he went. 

Relations with his elder son eventually improved. 
Hugh was invited to accompany Henry on one 
such journey, and there were exchanges of gifts of 
fish and game. The last mention of Hugh is on the 
birth of a son, to whom Henry offers to stand as 
godparent ('gossip'). There are few other references 
to the rest of the family, beyond some perfunctory 
correspondence generated by the death of Henry's 
wife Sarah in 1752, the same year as his daughter 
Mary du Cane. 

Domestic economy 
Henry Norris junior (1707-1790) never established 
a household at Hackney; living and dying at 
Woodford, a senior if no t exceptionally prominent 

Henry Norris and fami!J, ~ Gawen Hamilton, c. 17 3 7 
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figure in that affluent parish and its government, 
and one of its innumerable City-based residents. 
His leasehold property, unidentified but in the 
neighbourhood of the eight-mile stone near the 
southern tip of Woodford Green, was on nothing 
like the scale of his father's Hackney acres.26 He 
seems to have been just as conscious of upward 
mobility as his father. 

Henry junior's eldest son, the first Henry Handley 
Norris, who had a leasehold residence in West 
Ham, on the bend of Church Road near the parish 
church, is a more shadowy figure than either his 
father or his son and namesake the rector. Some 
of his institutional relationships are known. He 
was admitted to the Russia Company by patrimony 
rather than service; and like o ther Hackney and 
Woodford magnates he held directorships of Royal 
Exchange Assurance and the Million Bank.27 As 
well as Henry senior's City property, through his 
mother he inherited houses in St Paul's churchyard, 
which his father had redeveloped.28 

His personality is harder to read. A somewhat chilly 
correspondence with a Cambridge tutor about 
the suitability of a college education for Henry 
Handley junior implies that the father found the 
son proud, self-sufficient and obstinate, as well as 
suspecting him of extravagance. At the latter, the 
tutor demurred. 29 

This is not the place to explore the personal 
qualities of the first rector of South Hackney, 
though a case could be made for his father's point 
of view.30 The tutor was surely right about money. 
Henry Handley junior's financial circumstances 
were those of an affluent man, and his lifestyle 
extremely comfortable, but there is no hint of 
personal ostentation or living beyond his means. 
He took up his great-grandfather's habit of note
keeping, indeed took up the same notebooks; so 
our newly acquired volumes include his record of 
the outlay involved in refurbishing and equipping 
the Grove Street house for his own use between 
1789 and 1802, with details of tradesmen's bills; 
his reconstruction of house and grounds was 
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Revd. H enry Hand!ry Norris 

marked by a watercolour plan in 1803 (over!ea]J . He 
also recorded horticultural information, echoing 
that by the first Henry, though written with far less 
detail or care. 

Henry Handley Norris junior has also left 
voluminous details of his personal expenditure 
between 1815 and 1850, classified month by month 
in several bound volumes now at St John's College, 
Oxford. 31 (The Friends of Hackney Archives have 
arranged for these to be microfilmed, so they can 
be consulted alongside other Norris material at 
Hackney.) From these can be inferred much about 
his household management, charitable interests, 
and his relationship with his only child, the fifth 
Henry, whom he established in a substantial 
country house at Swalcliffe near Banbury (though 
declining to purchase the freehold). H enry Norris 
V, though quite the country squire, appears to have 
been kept on a short financial leash during his 
father's lifetime. He was to develop the Hackney 
acres, and take a marked step forward in personal 
luxury, after his parents' death. 32 
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The most intriguing information which the rector 
contributed to the notebooks is the list of servants 
he hired and fired between 1791 and 1825. This 
record may have been kept in part by reason 
of the contemporary tax levied on domestic 
servants,33 though it was not kept systematically, 
as several entries are clearly post-dated and some 
are duplicated. 

The Grove Street establishment seems to have 
required a coachman, a gardener ( sometimes 
paid a supplement as mole-killer), and up to two 
footmen and two under-gardeners. There were 
also usually two housemaids (upper and under) 
and a cook; when in 1810 the birth of the son and 
heir was imminent, a nursery maid was engaged to 
work as a housemaid until her specialised services 
were wanted. Cooks lasted no better than other 
servants, and the Norrises eventually devised an 
incentive system, raising their annual wage on the 
anniversary of the contract; with mixed results. 

Wages were negotiated as an individual bargain; a 

cook might command between 1 7 and 25 guineas 
a year, which is to say slightly less or considerably 
more than a coachman and slightly less than a 
gardener; a housemaid between 9 and 14 guineas, 
comparable with an under-gardener. Until the late 
1 790s the latter sometimes doubled as 'farming men' 
and seem to have had a particularly high turnover, 
so one of the other male servants might have his 
wages augmented 'for looking after the fields'; just 
as a maid might be paid more if she took charge of 
the fowls. Wages might be reduced if a coachman or 
footman required new clothing such as a greatcoat 
or lace-trimmed hats, or adjusted upwards if he 
could find his own boots, working frock or jacket, 
or laundry; or if abstention from luxuries such 
as coffee or sugar was going to save household 
expenditure. Staff turnover was very variable. If 
'discharged' always signifies dismissal, rather than 
failure to agree renewal, employment was usually 
ended by the Norrises, frequently around the end 
of a year if not sooner, though in one case only was 
a reason recorded (drunkenness). Occasionally the 

record shows marriage, emigration or, more baldly, 

The Norris estate, 1803. Grove Street (Lauriston Road) separates the eastern and western parts, while 
Grove Street Lane (the eastern arm of Victoria Park Road) marks part of the southern boundary. 
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resignation ('quitted my service') as the reason. 
One housemaid was promoted to cook. 

The rector's monthly personal accounts indicate that 
his original practice was to hand over housekeeping 
funds, in sums of £10 or £20 as necessary, to the 
cook, or his wife Henrietta.34 Towards the end of 
his life a housekeeping role was taken on by the 
Norris's most noteworthy employee, Francis K..ing. 
Francis had joined the household in September 
1815 as a footman, replacing William King who 
had lasted less than nine months: his is the second 
last entry in the servants' list. Both were hired on 
unprecedented terms, an annual salary of £50 and 
£45 respectively being almost twice that paid to 
any of their predecessors. Both were to find their 
own clothing; and Francis's pay was to be raised if 
he continued. 

Continue he did; he was still in the rector's service 
on the latter's death in 1850, by which time he was 
more of a butler, or housekeeper, than a footman. 
His must have been a remarkably undemanding 
nature: the rector's account books contain his 
receipt for arrears of wages of £195.35 By the 
1830s - his salary now £50, paid yearly or half
yearly - he had taken fuller charge of day-to-day 
household expenditure. His bequest of £200, for 
'long and faithful service', was by far the largest in 
the rector's will. 36 

Envoi 
Even if Hackney Archives had not already held such 
a substantial estate archive for the Norris family, the 
records kept by H. H. Norris junior would have been 
a valuable addition to the collection, recording as 
they do the refurbishment of the old house as well 
as the ever-changing complement of domestic staff 
of a modestly affluent suburban landowner. The 
letters of his great-grandfather stand independently 
of the other Hackney material, but afford insights 
into the management of a merchant's business, and 
the close connections between family, employment 
and trading relationships, beyond those commonly 
found in merchants' daily letter-books. 
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Our only regret is that the market amongst private 
collectors of such material appears to be such that 
in order to repatriate the volumes, and bring them 
into the public domain, the Friends of Hackney 
Archives had to pay a hammer price of £800, more 
than twice the auctioneers' estimate. All the more 
reason, then, for gratitude to the contributors to 
the Friends' donations fund, who collectively make 
possible such enrichment of the archives. 

Notes 
I am grateful to Josephine Boyle and Dr Ruth Paley for 
comments on an earlier draft of this article. 
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The first generation 
of flats 

Isobel Watson 

The London background 
Londoners came to live in flats rather later than residents of other large European cities, including 
Scottish cities. From the 1880s, however, they did so in numbers, despite the anxieties - about fire, noise, 
health, or (worst of all) proximity to neighbours and servants - engendered by this quintessentially urban 
form of living.1 London's eastern fringes - both north and south of the Thames - were not as extensively 
developed with flatted blocks as central or western districts, doubtless because land there was relatively 
less expensive, and the accepted English vision of the 'ideal home' has remained a house with a garden. 
Some part was played in the distribution of flat developments by the leasehold process, which made urban 
or suburbanised estates available for redevelopment in cycles of 60 years or longer. Flat developments 
put up before the first world war in urban Shoreditch (which this article will examine first), and even in 
more suburban Hackney and Stoke Newington, were more numerous than may generally be appreciated 
by those who have no direct experience of the area before post-war redevelopment. 

The first flats in London designed for family life, as opposed to specialised sectors of the housing market 
such as single men (in 'chambers') or pensioners (in almshouses), were created in Holborn and St Pancras 
from the 1840s.2 By this time the scope for fire- and sound-proofing of floors and staircases, especially by 
the use of concrete, was well understood. The promoters were semi-charitable organisations dedicated to 
demonstrating the viability of what came to be called 'five per cent philanthropy' - the proposition that 
decent dwellings for artisans and labourers could produce a satisfactory return for the capital investor. In 
their way, some of the early tenement blocks3 were more successful than the first (and for a decade the 
only) middle-class development of the same kind, built in 1853 in the newly-laid out Victoria Street. 
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At first nobody knew quite what to call this 
phenomenon. The label 'model dwellings' stuck 
to philanthropic examples, and was appropriated 
for commercial developments, some of which 
little deserved it. The middle-class development in 
Victoria Street, known for a time as Westminster 
terrace (not a financial success, though populated 
by the upper middle class, senior military, and 
country gentry) was first described in the press as 
'improved metropolitan dwellings'.4 In the 1860s 
the area round the station end of Victoria Street 
came to be peppered with flats, often run as what 
now would be called serviced apartments. The label 
'mansions', first applied, partly as a marketing tool, 
to one of these, was quickly adopted by others. 

From the late 1870s, when Henry Alers Hankey 
had made a commercial success of the megalithic 
Queen Anne's Mansions on the edge of St James's 
Park, and Richard Norman Shaw attracted the 
interest of the architectural world to Albert Hall 
Mansions in Kensington, the phenomenon of flat
dwelling for those who had choice in their housing 
began to gather momentum. 

Waterlow and Allen 
By this time tenement blocks had already 
transformed several Shoreditch streetscapes. The 
'model dwellings' challenge of the 1840s was 
taken up on a large scale by Sydney Waterlow, City 
stationer and Liberal MP, who in 1863 developed, 
at his own expense, Langbourne Buildings in 
Mark Street, named after the ward for which he 
served on the Common Council of the City, and 
close to his firm's massive printing-works. The 
Improved Industrial Dwellings Company, which 
Waterlow launched the following year, developed, 
throughout inner London, more than 30 sites of 
varying sizes, based more or less on this prototype 
design. 5 'Industrial dwellings' were nominally 
intended for 'the industrious classes', that is to say 
those engaged in manufacturing; in practice they 
tended to be taken up by shop-workers, clerks, and 
police families as well as artisans. 

Gladstone Buildings in Willow Street, first occupied 
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in 1868, was the company's earliest Shoreditch 
development. By this time all Waterlow's flats were 
constructed as self-contained, with their own water 
supply, washing copper and WC; an earlier block 
with shared facilities had proved difficult to let. At 
the time, neither fixed baths nor bathrooms were 
standard even in middle-class housing, and broadly 
speaking only the street frontage and connection to 
public drainage were the subject of local authority 
regulation, though from the 1890s building height 
and access to natural light became a consideration.6 

A century later a private WC and clothes-washing 
facilities, space for food storage, and the height and 
lighting of rooms, weighed more heavily with public 
health authorities than provision of a bathroom. 
In the first generation of flats, a bath - and leasing 
the property by the month or the year rather than 
the week - was a sure sign of a developer's social 
aspirations for the tenantry. 

The early Waterlow blocks were designed and built 
by Matthew Allen (1811-1880), who also built 
Allen's Buildings and Albert Buildings in Leonard 
Street on his own account from 1870.7 Allen's 
contribution to building improvement has been 
under-recognised, no doubt because he had no 
professional training - 'a thoroughly practical man, 
a real working master builder, who knew the needs 

Langbourne Buildings, Mark S tree!, 18 6 3 

and wants of the working man: for had he not 
been one of them?'. 8 Born in Huntingdonshire, his 
active career was played out mainly in Shoreditch, 
where his family home was in Worship Street, later 
at 61 / 63 Tabernacle Walk. 

Allen wrote a pamphlet on the subject of 
improved housing standards, and devised a type 
of sash window, with a fixed row of panes at the 
foot for safety, which was imitated by builders of 
other high-specification contemporary tenement 
blocks.9 He designed 'staircases ... arranged in a 
vertical shaft in the outer wall ... [communicating] 
through doors with external balconies' which were 
refused a patent. 10 His developed prototype block 
is based on a two-storey model by Henry Roberts 
exhibited at the Great Exhibition of 1851 and later 
reconstructed in Kennington Park, though at first 
(as in many London houses, as well as flats on deep 
and narrow sites) Allen placed the scullery and WC 
in a projecting wing at the rear which occluded 
natural light.11 Some of his earliest blocks for the 
company survive, in whole or in part, in Wapping, 
Southwark, Whitechapel, and the area round 
King's Cross. 12 The floor plan underwent a number 
of modifications over time. 13 Variations such as 
bow windows appeared from the 1870s; an early 
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example is Leopold Buildings, at the western end of 
Columbia Road near St Leonard's church. In 1879 
a Waterlow building in this form came to the centre 
of Hackney in the shape of Quested Buildings in 
Brett Road (named for Thomas Quested Finnis, 
one of the company's first directors). 

Shoreditch tenements 
A concentration of independently-provided blocks 
followed the IIDC's lead, often with a similar mix 
of grey brick and artificial stone. They mirrored 
the scale of local commercial warehousing, and 
were promoted by the Metropolitan Board of 
Works' Shoreditch improvement scheme, which 
created Great Eastern Street as a traffic-congestion 
measure following Parliamentary approval in 1872.14 

The Board were placed, by the legislation, under a 
duty to sell land for the building of working-class 
housing, for which specific sites were dedicated. 
Three of these were taken by a new commercial 
body calling itself the National Dwellings Society, 
which built St Agatha's Square in Willow Street, 
Chichester Houses in Great Eastern Street and 
Derby Houses in Garden Walk.15 By 1881 some sites 
were still unlet. This enabled the IIDC to add to its 
existing portfolio, presumably on advantageous 
terms, producing Hamilton Buildings on the south 
side in 1882, and the smaller Mackay's Buildings in 
Hewett Street. 16 

Perambulating the area m 1898 for a rev1s1on 
of Charles Booth's famous 'poverty maps' of 
the late 1880s, George Duckworth made some 
very fine distinctions between the tenantry of 
the several tenement blocks then to be found in 
south Shoreditch. He commented of Hamilton 
Buildings 

Rents 9 shillings to 12 shillings for 3 and 4 rooms 
and scullery, Good class, tenanted by fairly well to 
do artisans. 3 staircases, 5 and a half stories and very 
quiet. 

He classified this block as somewhere between 
'mixed' (meaning 'some comfortable, others poor') 
and 'fairly comfortable' (meaning 'good ordinary 

Quested Court, Brett Road, 2005 earnings'). The older IIDC block, Gladstone 
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Buildings, was similar, and home to many 
policemen. By contrast St Agatha's and Allen's 
Albert Buildings, were 'fairly comfortable'. Victoria 
Chambers in Luke Street - now the sole surviving 
block of this type in south Shoreditch - was, with 
its slightly lower rents, by contrast merely 'mixed', 
and Granville Buildings on the other side were 
still further down the scale: the rents cheaper, the 
residents with family earnings of between 18 and 
21 shillings a week. 17 

Entrepreneurs 
A number of enterprises other than the National 
Dwellings Society followed the IIDC's lead, 
though it is now impossible to assess how far, if at 
all, they were driven by philanthropic impulses in 
addition to profit. Broad Street Station Dwellings, 
consisting of more than 160 flats, were built in 1881 
in Whitecross Place for an eponymous company in 
an 'effort to benefit the British working man' which 
lost £11,000. The creators - whether contractors or 
developers - of blocks such as Granville Buildings 
and Alexandra Buildings in Luke Street, Victoria 
Chambers and Wood Street Chambers, have so far 
defied attempts to extract them from obscurity.18 

By contrast, a slight, fortuitous glimpse brings 
Alabaster Buildings, built in 1881 on the corner 
of Market Street and Appold Street, out of the 
shadows. As George Duckworth passed on his 
round in 1898, the rents were being collected by 
the owner in person. Robert Alabaster (1831-
1915) had succeeded his father as landlord of the 
Market Tavern in Finsbury Market, and retired on 
the proceeds to 54 Amhurst Park. Described as 'an 
administrator rather than a politician', he held office 
as a JP, a Conservative member of the Shoreditch 
vestry from its inception in mid-century, and as 
a member of the Board of Guardians and the 
Metropolitan Asylums Board; evidence of some 
interest in public health. Hence, perhaps, the 'good 
class buildings' observed by Duckworth. 19 

The more extensive, though less well-appointed, 
development of George's Square, north of Hoxton 
Square, 1885 / 6, was the initiative of Sir Frederick 
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The National Dwe//ings Sociery} Chichester Houses, 
c. 1970 

Pratt Alliston (1833-1912), a City merchant with 
financial interests in the printed cotton trade and 
political and philanthropic interests in health and 
education, who served both on the Common 
Council and the London County Council. 20 Later, 
Frederick Pesman Matthews, a Municipal Reform 
politician and owner of a Shoreditch warehousing 
business specialising in Italian goods, built David 
and Pesman Buildings in Hoxton.21 

In southern Shoreditch, a prominent landmark 
with its striking stock brick and the promoters' 
'badge' in terracotta is the Penny Bank Chambers 
in Great Eastern Street. This was constructed 
(1877-8) by George Bartley MP (1842-1910), a 
native of Hackney, for the National Penny Bank.22 

He had founded the Bank in 1875 to foster savings 
of small sums by poorer people (minimum deposit 
a penny; a shilling was required by traditional 
savings banks). Good use was made of the site by 
providing, above the business accommodation, 24 

sets of two or three rooms intended for artisan 
families, each with its own WC, and a communal 
space on the roof for drying laundry; though the 
local medical officer of health disapproved of 
the construction of the sanitary arrangements. 23 

By 1899 there were ten Penny Bank branches 
across London, though the institution's financial 
underpinning was precarious, and the outbreak of 
war in 1914 dealt it a fatal blow.24 

Model dwellings and others 
Aimed at the same market as the IIDC's blocks 
were Enfield Buildings off Aske Street, Shoreditch 
(nowadays sold for owner-occupation onlongleases, 
as 'Enfield Cloisters'), built c. 1879. These were the 
product of London's earliest philanthropic housing 
provider, the wonderfully-named Metropolitan 
Association for Improving the Conditions of the 
Labouring Classes (MAIDIC), which tended, like 
the IIDC, to let to better-off artisans.25 Beginning 
with a large block opposite old St Pancras Church 
in 1848, the society had expanded to the East 
End (where its flatted cottages, named for Albert 
and Victoria, still stand, off Deal Street) and 
subsequently to cottage developments as far afield 
as Beckenham.26 

There were also small blocks described as 'model 
dwellings' in Wilmer Gardens, Whiston Road and 
elsewhere.27 'Model' was a frequently misapplied 
term. A group of blocks around Vincent Street, 
built by W Wallis of Tabernacle Street in 1884, 
were later regarded as Shoreditch's worst designed 
and built.28 Rodney Buildings on the west side of 
Hoxton Market (C. W Chapman architect, for one 
Nokes, of Margate) offered four self-contained 
rooms, each with a fireplace and no more, on 
each floor, the residents of all sharing one WC 
and scullery at the rear. 29 The case of Norfolk 
Buildings, Curtain Road, pointed up the deficiency 
of regulatory powers: the vestry had known the 
drainage system was defective before they were 
built: 

These so-called 'model dwellings are of a far more 
unhealthy character than the old artisans' cottages 
which they are supposed to supersede. 
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As the legislation stood, however, the authority 
could take no action before they were occupied.30 

Sometimes the character of a development came 
to be seen as indistinguishable from its occupants. 
Broad Street Station Dwellings were described as 'a 
rough criminal spot in the midst of most valuable 
property' and 'a dangerous place for policemen'.31 

Tenements in Hackney and Stoke Newington 
In 1879, much at the same time as Enfield Buildings, 
the MAIDIC also agreed a building lease with the 
Tyssen estate, and commissioned John Grover, 
a large building contractor with headquarters on 
the Regent's Canal near the New North Road, to 
construct Gibson Buildings (now Gardens), in 
the less predictable location of Northwold Road, 
just east of Stoke Newington High Street.32 This 
provided a mix of flats and cottages on the site 
of Trigg's Buildings, a courtyard of old cottages. 
The photograph shows the striking entablature, 
gratuitously obliterated in the gentrification of 

Gibson Gardens, 1966 
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the 1980s, which used to advertise the buildings' 
provenance. 

Early tenement prov1s1on in Stoke Newington 
may now seem surprising, but the area east of the 
junction of Church Street and High Street was a 
housing black spot of the time, and whatever their 
limitations there were a number of small private 
initiatives. Early developments were at 40 Barretts 
Grove, and 14-18 Wordsworth Grove, each with 
small, inter-communicating rooms and shared 
amenities.33 On each side of Garnham Street, 14 
blocks of 3 storeys, each divided into six dwellings 
for 'artisans', with workshops and wash-houses, 
were constructed under a building agreement 
of 1896 with Lord Amherst. The developer was 
William Walter Hayworth, for the self-styled Stoke 
Newington Improved Dwellings Syndicate Ltd. 34 

Nothing more is traceable about this organisation, 
which may have been a guise for the Hayworths 
themselves. Hayworth's brother Stephen, owner 
of Lawrence Buildings in the neighbourhood, 
later also built flats in Bay Street; his son, architect 
Dudley Parks Hayworth, a substantial development 
on the west side of Woodland Street.35 

Glading Terrace, strictly speaking in Hackney 
parish, which stood till recently off Evering Road, 
was begun in 1885 on Tyssen land by one Thomas 
James of Amhurst Park. 

Away to the east, Duckworth described as 
'tenements' a group in Theydon, Mundford and 
Dudlington Roads, built in 1885, with 'gardens 
much lower than the street'.36 These may have 
been maisonettes. On a fallow plot in Mandeville 
Road, one S. Sidwell promoted the curiously 
named Lion Flats, three blocks without significant 
internal amenities for their tenants.37 Sidwell's 
other local block on a gap site, Whitehall Mansions 
(then Pretoria Mansions) at 121 Elderfield Road, 
originally with limited amenities, has unlike the 
Lion Flats, survived.38 

John Grover, a major developer in and around 
Shaftesbury Avenue, was one of a number of 
London contractors who speculated in flats on 
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his own account. His is the striking Shacklewell 
development which created the flatted houses 
of April, Seal and Perch Streets (more about 
this below). Mowlems produced Great Eastern 
Buildings in Reading Lane, described in 1892 as 
'artisans' dwellings'. 39 Smaller developers produced 
York House, 13 London Lane, which fell victim 
to increased industrialised activity west of Mare 
Street; it was begun in 1881 by Benjamin T. Wood, 
then a master builder resident in Morning Lane.40 

Homsey Chambers on the corner of Southwold 
Road and Upper Clapton Road, described as 
'model dwellings', are named for their builder, 
W G. Homsey of West Ham.41 They represent a 
characteristic use of an awkward corner site - in 
this case, cut off by the path of the railway - for 
working-class housing. 

Charities 
George Peabody's famous gift, endowed at almost 
exactly the same time as Waterlow's promotion 
of Langbourne Buildings, created the first purely 
charitable foundation whose object was to provide 
housing for the London poor. It bore no direct 
fruits in the present borough in its first century. 
The provision of housing from specific charitable 
endowment awaited the expansion, from its East 
End beginnings in 1885, of the Rothschild-inspired 
Four Per Cent Industrial Dwellings Company, 
which aimed to relieve over-crowding among the 
community of Whitechapel/Spitalfields, most of 
them Jewish, while making the expected return 
on capital. Their architect Nathan Joseph, like 
Matthew Allen, based his design approach on 
Henry Roberts's 1851 prototype, multiplied up 
into very large schemes. After Coronation and 
Imperial Avenues (1903) Joseph ended his career 
with a flourish, creating Navarino Mansions in 
Dalston Lane (1905). A few years later, in 1911, 
William Sutton's trust provided 284 homes at the 
Old Street and City Road crossroads; the Samuel 
Lewis Trust built on the so-called Manor House 
site in Dalston Lane in 1924.42 

Early local housing provision by charitable 
bodies was generally for the purposes of income-

generation rather than the realisation of a core 
purpose. As such, it could be highly suspect to 
regulators. Nevertheless an extensive scheme 
at Haxton, along Nile Street and on the site of 
dilapidated buildings called Chatham Gardens, 
regarded at its time as an innovation, met little 
resistance.43 It was the product of the joint 
parochial charities of St Giles Cripplegate and 
St Luke Old Street, which held land in Haxton 
deriving from a gift of William Bleyton, butcher 
of Cripplegate, made in 1585. This body had, over 
time, with the shrinking of the resident population, 
gradually altered its emphasis from the relief of 
poverty towards the provision of education.44 The 
need to redevelop the Haxton property at the end 
of a lease led Edmund Woodthorpe, the trustees' 
principal surveyor, to design a massive scheme: 
two long ranges consisting of 272 dwellings of 2 
and 3 rooms in the newly-constructed Chatham 
Avenue, together with Bleyton, Langley, Palmer and 
Sworder Buildings in Nile Street, commemorating 
a firmament of parish benefactors. The overall 
scheme came to be known as Bleyton's Industrial 
Dwellings. 

Funds were made available partly from a mortgage 
of charity property and partly through the Public 
Works Loans system, and Woodthorpe drove his 
scheme through with no recorded dissent from the 
trustees or the Charity Commission. The latter, far 
from being neutral, pressed the charity to increase 
the provision of bath-houses and laundry facilities 
for the benefit of the poor of the neighbourhood 
as well as residents; and the scheme attained 
a high profile through the involvement at the 
foundation stone ceremony of Sir Charles Dilke 
MP, then chairman of the Royal Commission on 
the Housing of the Working Classes, in one of his 
last public acts before his career was engulfed by 
personal scandal.45 

Robert Aske's educational charity, managed by 
the Haberdashers' Company, had quite a different 
experience with Government regulators. About 
1909 the company found itself with a similar 
problem to Cripplegate's, the need to redevelop a 
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Haberdasher Street, 2005 

range of worn-out buildings, in their case at the 
eastern end of Haberdasher Street. Professional 
advice was firmly that there was no market for 
building land in the neighbourhood, other than 
for warehouses; and there was already an over
supply of those. After the company's architect, 
Robert Page of Stock Page and Stock, worked up a 
scheme for redeveloping a larger tract of the street 
as 2- and 4-roomed flats to a higher standard than 
anything else of its kind in the neighbourhood, the 
Company did battle with Whitehall, in the form 
of the Board of Education, to be allowed to build 
on its own account. Housing lay well beyond its 
charitable objects; it was in effect proposing to 
speculate with endowment funds. The Board 
would not compromise in its distaste for a scheme 
which hazarded the funds of the Aske charity; 
forcing the Company to agree that 'not only 
was the scheme highly speculative, but might be 
described as a speculation based on prophesy'. It 
nonetheless insisted that there was no practical 
likelihood of finding a builder to take the land 
at his own risk. Only after independent advice -
which supported the Company - was permission 
to borrow given. The result is Page's unusual and 
attractive development, completed late in 1912.46 

It seems that the Company took advantage of the 
situation to bring more 'desirable' tenants onto its 
books, to this end not merely providing bathrooms 
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in the larger flats, but also 'telephone attachments' 
where required.47 

Employers 
Dwellings provided by local employers, whether 
for their workers or the benefit of their locality, 
were relatively unusual in London. Belfast Court 
in Belfast Road, originally Brewery Dwellings, 
designed by architect Charles Gordon Smith in 
1902, were noted some ten years later not only to 
be 'modern and very well built', but to be mainly 
occupied by employees at the adjoining Stamford 
Hill Brewery, who owned the premises. 48 

Jeremiah Rotherham and Co., the large drapery 
business of Shoreditch, included in their late-
19'h century expansion at Boundary Street both 
'dormitories' for single employees and Kossuth 
BuildingsinBoundaryStreet,whereresidentfamilies 
may have included employees, but consisted mainly 
of families employed in the furniture trade.49 Also 
in the textile and clothing world, the contribution 
of manufacturers Richard Stapley (an active Liberal 
politician and an educational philanthropist) and 
his partner William Smith was to build Sylvester 
House on a site beside their factory premises (now 
flats, 'The Colonnades') lying between Wilton Way 
and Sylvester Road. Built in 1909 / 10 by Higgs of 
Herne Hill (who in 1901 had constructed Empire 
Mansions in Mare Street for the Cannon Brewery 
Company),50 Sylvester House was designed with 
unusual Art Nouveau panache by architects 
Warwick and Hall. The exact thinking behind its 
creation has not come down to us, and substantive 
information about its first occupants awaits the 
release of the 1911 census; but it is interesting that 
Stapley and Smith cultivated enlightened labour 
practices and patriotic and public health causes. 51 

Local authorities 
As Peter Foynes has demonstrated, Shoreditch 
vestry (in this, as in other fields, an innovator) 
was the first London authority to exploit the new 
powers given to local authorities in 1890 to clear 
and re-build in unhealthy areas. A substantial 
redevelopment south-west of the angle of Nile 
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Street and East Road took the form of flats, 
designed by Rowland Plumbe. Thus, in parallel 
with the LCC's Boundary Street estate (in Bethnal 
Green parish), the vestry began, as J. N. Tarn has 
put it, 'a long and honourable tradition of public 
housing'. 52 

The LCC initially objected that this Shoreditch 
project, conceived for housing improvement, had 
been turned by the vestry into a street-widening 
programme. This is not altogether surprising. The 
early history of large-scale improvement in housing 
provision in London had from the 1860s been 
linked to public works such as street improvements 
(such as Great Eastern Street) or railway building, 
and considerations of light and air made the two 
aims not wholly separable.53 

Hackney provides another example. The first local 
authority flats in Hackney, Valette Buildings in 
central Hackney and Darcy Buildings on London 
Fields, were created by the London County Council 
to provide accommodation at least equivalent in 
its capacity, though vas tly superior in its quality, to 
that demolished by a scheme for widening Mare 
Street.54 It was a bonus that old and worn-out 
buildings (such as Jerusalem Square and Passage) 
could also be superseded, however much a later age 
might have valued them as picturesque. Shoreditch 
apart, the predecessor authorities of the modern 
borough turned their attention to providing public 
housing only in the 1920s, Hackney MBC initially 
preferring cottage estates.55 

Middle class flats: the Allen estate 
Both in Hackney and Stoke Newington, the first 
generation of flats with social ambitions were limited 
in number. Earliest of all was the development 
in Manor and Bethune Roads, Stoke Newington, 
promoted from as early as 1873 by Waterlow's 
contractor Matthew Allen; now known as the Allen 
estate. On a green-field site, like other early middle 
class developments such as Victoria Street, it bears 
unmistakable resemblances to Allen's 'industrial 
dwellings': for example the safety window, bow 
fronts, solid floor construction, and dressings 

of artificial stone (of Allen's own manufacture) . 
Placing two double-storey dwellings in a stack, it 
adopted the Scottish principle ( one which does not 
seem to have become a desideratum in London 
developments generally) of giving residents a 
private front entrance wherever possible. It also 
anticipated the 'maisonette', as the double-flatted 
house (adopted in Hackney from the 1880s) came 
to be known towards the century's end. Otherwise, 
as Allen himself put it -

the arrangements of the buildings as regards the number 
of rooms on each floor are partly upon the Scotch 
principle; whilst the laying out of the grounds is after 
the French system; but I have retained the all important 
feature of an E nglish home - perfect privacy.56 

Other features of the development which 
remained unique in its own time were the low-rise 
density - four flats in each group in the earliest 
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building phase - and the provision of communal, 
and some individual, garden space. The largest of 
the first 24 flats, letting at £60 per annum, had an 
astonishing 13 rooms (including bathroom), and 
a drawing-room measuring 22 by 13 feet. Stabling 
(further underlining the social group expected 
as residents) was provided in common. Tenants 
had the communal use of the billiard room and 
'garden room' (managed by a committee, and 
boasting a piano), and could buy fresh produce 
from the kitchen garden behind the vineries and 
greenhouses. By 1876 the estate had been extended 
in two subsequent tranches, the new flats grouped 
in 'houses' of 6 flats each with 8 rooms. Among 
early resident families a handful employed live-in 
servants. 57 

Allen was conscious that social reformers such as 
the 'rational dresser' Elizabeth Moss I<ing claimed 

Matthe}J) Allen's Manor Road estate, around the time ef its centenary in the 19 70s 
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his development as a practical example of 'co
operative house-keeping', though Manor Road 
affords no evidence of the sort of communal 
arrangement for daily meals and household 
services which radical reformers promoted.58 Nor, 
in its own time, did this 'practical example' produce 
imitators. 

Many mansions 
The distinction between a tenement and a mansion
block was, like the 'model' quality of a dwelling, 
sometimes in the eye of the developer. From an 
early date the label 'mansions' was appropriated for 
property much less ambitious than it had originally 
designated in Victoria Street. A striking example is 
the humble block at 15-17 Mare Street, known from 
the start as King Edward's Mansions; the larger and 
much more florid premises at 5-11 was for long 
merely 'Victoria Buildings'. Though neither was 
spacious or well-lit, the so-called Mansions even 
had shared water-supply and one WC between two 
flats. 59 

In Hackney, the earliest of the more socially 
ambitious projects came on the late-developed 
Graham estate between Sylvester Road and the 
eastern end of Graham Road. An elaborate project 
proposed in 189260 was abandoned in favour of a 
pared down design, by architect Ernest Schneider, 
for the promoter Henry Treadwell.61 Predominant 
red brick suggests some social aspiration, so it is 
interesting to find this was superficial. In 189 5 / 6, 
Graham Mansions were not provided with 
bathrooms; and letting was invariably weekly.62 

Whatever the label, one clear signifier of social 
ambition was the length of the lease, individually 
negotiable between would-be occupant and 
property owner, which tended to increase with 
social aspirations. Tenements were usually let by the 
week; flats over shops at Northumberland Mansions 
in Lower Clapton Road let quarterly.63 York House, 
233 Mare Street, described as tenements, was let on 
annual leases. At the upper end, 3-year leases were 
to be had in Stamford Hill Mansions. 
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At the end of the 1890s there was a burst of 
activity in the vicinity of Lower Clapton Road. The 
replacement in 1898-99 of early 19'h century villa 
property enabled the development of Row hill Road 
and its two sister blocks facing the main highway. 
These - fully equipped, and rented monthly - were 
designed by Alfred Bedborough and promoted by 
W Andrews of Wood Green, who got into financial 
difficulty.64 The 'decorative work must be kept up 
to get tenants; there is no doubt they are built 
cheaply' sniffed government valuers; though with 
St John's Mansions and Mount Pleasant Mansions, 
these are the only Hackney blocks where servants 
could be found in 1901.65 

These were followed by high-density redevelopment 
of the north-east corner of Clapton Square, first 
by Charles W Matthews from 1899. Matthews is 
one of three developers of middle-class Hackney 
flats who also built extensively elsewhere in 
London (the others being Grover and E.A. Cave). 
A self-made stone merchant and mason, he was 
shortly to become a leading member of St Pancras 
Borough Council, and to create the attractive block 
at Highgate known as Brookfield, where he made 
his own home. Hackney was not however treated 
to equivalent vernacular detail, but to the minimally 
ornamented fac;:ade of St John's Mansions.66 John 
Grover began Cavendish Mansions, slightly smaller 
flats, the following year.67 Clarence Mansions, flats 
above shops formerly at 146-150 Clarence Road, 
with 5 rooms, kitchen and bathroom, were larger 
than either.68 Hackney's earliest large development 
of flats above shops, Northumberland Mansions, 
begun in 1901, occupied the block between Laura 
Place and Linscott Road. 69 

Other developments occupy surprisingly outlying 
locations for their size and for the time. Mount 
Pleasant Mansions, south east of Mount Pleasant 
Lane near its junction with Upper Clapton Road, 
were built on St Thomas' Hospital endowment 
land in 1899 by John Dickson junior, builder, of 
Balham, making use of a cramped wedge-shaped 
plot excluded from the terrace development along 
the main road. 70 The long rear wings, parallel with 
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the main road frontage, made the rooms dark: ~nd small household on a restricted income was the 
they were not replaced after near-destruction by flatted house. 
bombing. 

The Eagle Investment Co., a private limited 
company formed by a group of professional 
men, promoted Eagle Mansions in 1894. As well 
as building the pleasing small range on the east 
side of Salcombe Road, the company produced a 
smaller scheme in Ealing.71 It wound itself up after 
the deaths of two of its founders, paying most of 
its debts without producing a surplus.72 

Connaught Mansions, on the east side of Albion 
Road, were a speculation by one Charles F. Tracy, 
promoted through his architect, C. Harrold Norton, 
and begun late in 1899.73 A subsequent plan, in 
1902, to almost double the size of the scheme, 
was abandoned; it is not known why. The mansion 
blocks in Stamford Grove, East and West, were 
also promoted in 1902, by the local land agent W 
E. Stevens, replacing part of the villa development 
there. 74 

The extensive development of Stamford Hill 
Mansions and its hinterland began as one of the 
last large developments of the Cave dynasty of 
builders. Edward Athelstan Cave was the second 
son of Edward Jarvis Cave, a substantial builder 
in Maida Vale, Hampstead, the City and elsewhere. 
E. A. Cave began building west of Stamford Hill, 
round Holmleigh and Dunsmure Roads, from 
1903, and like many of his father's and brothers' 
developments the design was by the prolific 
architects Edward Boehmer and Percy Gibbs.75 On 
E.A. Cave's insolvency the judicial focus was on his 
extravagant lifestyle, as it had been with his father.76 

The flats were completed, nominally, under the 
direction of Edward junior's wife, Florence.77 

The idea can be traced to the MAIDIC's unusual 
cottages in Deal Street, of c.1851, and is later 
found, in rare examples, even in Shoreditch.78 

It arrived in Hackney after 1881. The Hackney 
types are of three basic kinds. One is exemplified 
in John Grover's Seal, Perch and April Streets on 
the land formerly attached to Shacklewell manor 
house.79 Here small terraced houses, solidly built 
in red brick with (for homes of this size) unusual 
terracotta decoration, give no clear external clue, 
least of all from their single front door, that as 
built they comprised two self-contained flats, each 
with three rooms, scullery and WC, and sharing a 
small back yard.80 This type was little replicated in 
Hackney, or (other than in the most outlying part 
of Fulham) elsewhere in London, though south of 
the Thames a three-storey variant is found. More 
common generally, and in the north eastern part 
of Hackney where prices were already low, became 
an adaptation of the terraced house, provided with 
two narrow front doors, one giving straight onto 
an enclosed staircase with access to the upper floor 
with its additional WC and scullery. At first these 
were described as 'half-houses', and from 1885 
onwards many were built in Upper Clapton; they 
can be found for example in Ravensdale, Egerton 
and Castlewood Roads. This device enabled the 
supply side of the building market to respond to 
demand, at minimal additional cost. In 1909, for 
example, three months after securing approval 
for drainage and building of 47 terraced houses 
in Moundfield Road, the builder/ developer Percy 
Roche of Tottenham changed his mind and 
substituted maisonettes.81 

Milton House Mansions m Shacklewell Lane 
' 

'Half houses' promoted late in 1906 by Charles Castle and Son, 

Towards the end of the 19th century, many of those were characteristically described as nine 'houses', 
who could afford to choose _ within limits _ their that is to say nine vertical divisions, albeit in 18 
place of residence opted for flats, possibly because flats. sz Similar language was employed in Windus 
their size and layout was better suited to the size and Road: 'ten messuages each arranged for 2 families'' 
make-up of their household than a conventional built by John Coldwells, from 1896.83 The Tyssen-

h h 
Amherst estate, owners of the freeholds of both ouse-cum-garden. A neat compromise for t e ' 
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had, like most London landowners, no especial 
prejudice against flat-building. Indeed the pragmatic 
London landowner would rather see property let 
quickly than linger unproductively waiting for some 
socially smarter tenant. For the most part, flatted 
houses demonstrated fewer pretensions than 
Milton House Mansions (most had no bathroom), 
but offered a practical approach to providing such 
accommodation as its intended occupants could 
reasonably afford. 

The concept was also taken up on some scale in 
Stamford Hill, on the Cave development behind 
Stamford Hill Mansions; by W E. Stevens, with 
Stevens Avenue (1896),84 and by architects Hodson 
and Whitehead in Belsham Street and Stockmar 
Road.85 (The same architects also produced 
Ashford House, 1903, a 'dwelling-house in flats', 
in St Thomas's Place.86

) A range in Leagrave Street 
of 1903, for Snewin and Co. of Upper Clapton, are 
by C. Thompson.87 

An eccentric example which will be familiar to 
many users of Hackney Archives is Walton Villas 
beside 52 Downham Road (1906), which uniquely 
gives each of four households a clearly defined and 
separated front entrance.88 A more conventional 
terrace adaptation is in Northchurch Terrace. 
The extensive development (from 1908 to 1912) 
of an unusual double-fronted type in and around 
Holmbury View and Springfield Gardens, Upper 
Clapton, promoted by builder Frank Collins in 
association with the former owner of Springfield 
Park, T. K. Bros, adopts a distinctive neo-Jacobean 
style. 89 

Tenements no more 
By 1919, any remaining doubt about whether flat
dwelling would remain on the agenda was settled 
by the government's programme for subsidised 
conversion of conventional houses into flats. 90 

Some speculative builders had got there first. A 
number of the large houses in Queen's Drive, then 
in the urban district of South Homsey, had been 
divided up in the 1890s, and there are a few cases 
elsewhere. 
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In Hackney, a handful of both adapted buildings 
and purpose-built flats are found on scattered small 
plots in De Beauvoir Town. For example, among 
those owed to Thomas Tritt, himself a resident 
of Cavendish Mansions, are 7 Buckingham Road 
(1904), 22A and B E nglefield Road (1908); and 64 
Tottenham Road (1919).91 

In the late 1930s the London County Council 
undertook a survey of 'block dwellings', their sights 
fixed primarily on those with defects of design and 
layout, such as shared facilities,inter-communicating 
rooms and poor lighting. Numerous Shoreditch 
blocks were found unsatisfactory, among them 
E nfield Buildings and Chatham Avenue; though 
not the IIDC blocks. The Lion Flats in Gilpin 
Road, together with Victoria Buildings and I<.ing 
Edward's Mansions in Mare Street near Andrews 
Road, were the Hackney blocks which failed the 
design standard; Stoke N ewington blocks had no 
faults to be found other than an under-provision of 
bathrooms in Coronation and Imperial Avenues. A 
striking finding of this exercise was that the state 
of repair of the large older tenement blocks was at 
that time generally good.92 

After post-war reconstruction the LCC turned 
back to the subject in 1961, when (partly because 
of rent restriction) repair had generally become 
worse.93 The commentary on unsatisfactory blocks 
now reads somewhat quirkily. Several blocks then 
regarded as unsuitable for improvement ( examples 
are 40 Barrett's Grove, Victoria Buildings and 
King Edward's Mansions) survived despite official 
scrutiny. Some then regarded as unsuitable in 
the longer term, such as Victoria Chambers and 
Enfield 'Cloisters', have secured a future as homes 
for a new generation of small households seeking 
the inner city delights of trendy Shoreditch, and 
command large premiums as 'attractive period 

. ' conversions . 

As the face of Hackney changes, and urban spaces 
become ever more densely developed, flats have 
been established as a perennial feature of the 

streetscape and the default mode of living for most. 
When converted factories and schools, as well as 
new glass palaces, compete for the description 
of 'luxury' flats, it is salutary to be reminded how 
recently expectations of minimum housing quality 
have risen. 
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IR58/ 34703/ 1929, 1953 ff, 34689 / 600. 
67 HAD LBH/ 7 / 5/ 44/ 199; TNAIR58/ 34690/ 61 7, 600. 
68 TNA IR58/ 34690/ 667. 
69 Architect H . Riches. The block was later owned by 
'General Booth': TNA IR58/34695/1112ff. 
70 HAD LBH/ 7 / 5/ 44/ 44. 
71 HAD LBH/ 7 / 9/ 6/ 216. 
72 TNA, returns of dissolved company, BT31/ 5799 / 40661. 
73 HAD LBH/ 7 / 9/ 9,/363, 370; see also 7 / 9/ 11 / 82. 
74 HAD LBH/ 7 / 5/ 49/ 80. 
75 London County Council Minutes, 30 June 1903. 
76 Times 8 May 1902, 3. 
77 I. Watson, 'A very large speculator in building: the double 
life of E . J. Cave', (2000) 24 Camden History Revie1v, 26; 
LBH/7 / 5/ 61 / 57. Aubrey Troughton (an investor who 
also carried forward large scale terraced developments in 
Clapham after the bankruptcy of another Cave brother) 
pushed forward the development of the streets behind. 
78 See LMA photographs, 91.0 MOY, 71/ 8459 (1 to 3A 
Moye Street). 
79 HAD LBH/7 / 5/ 26/ 89, 116. 
80 TNA IR58/ 35194/ 2284. 
81 LBH/ 7 / 5/72 109, 205. Across the Lea, in Walthamstow, 
well-built flatted houses were prevalent and popular: 
Muthesius, The English Terraced House, 135-6. For a different 
picture see Edward G. Howarth and Mona Wilson, West 
Ham, a stucjy in social and industrial problems (1907), 16-19. 
82 HAD LBH/ 7 / 5/ 63/ 312; LMA M79/ TA/ 22. 
83 LMA M79/ TA/ 22 p 319; TNA IR58/ 35051 / 1239-1249. 
84 HAD LBH/ 7 / 5/ 40/ 207, 48/ 336. 
85 LBH/ 7 / 5/ 58/ 152, 61 / 54. 
86 LBH/ 7 / 5/ 51/ 155. 
87 LBH/ 7 / 5/ 50/ 169. 
88 LBH/ 7 / 5/ 61 / 111; builder, George Munday and Son. 
89 LBH/ 7 / 5/ 70/ 124, 72/ 108, 72/36, 43; 81 / 43. 
90 T. Hinchcliffe, 'This rather foolish piece of panic 
administration: the Government's fl at conversion 
programme in London, 1919', (1994) 19 London Journal 168. 
91 HAD LBH/ 7 / 5/ 53/ 4; LBH /7 / 5/ 68/ 351; 
LBH/7 / 5/ 94/ 47. 
92 LMA GLC/ MA/ SC/ 1/ 561 (Shoreditch), 555 (Hackney) , 
561 (Stoke Newington). 
93 LMA GLC/ MA/ SC/ 4/ 134 (Hackney), 4/ 148 
(Shoreditch), 4/ 151 (Stoke Newington). 

'The influenza fiend': 
how the pandemic 
of 1918-19 affected Hackney 

Andrea Tanner 

The news that bird 'flu is once again present in south-east Asia, and the announcement of government 
plans for an expected epidemic of fatal influenza in Britain, have once more brought attention to bear 
on the 'flu pandemic that heralded the end of the Great War.1 German soldiers termed it 'Blitzkatarrh', 
British soldiers 'Flanders grippe', the Spaniards named it 'the Naples Soldier', and in Persia it was called 
'the disease of the wind', but, world-wide, the pandemic was known as Spanish 'flu.2 Look at the British 
bibliography of the First World War, and it is dominated by memoirs, accounts of individual bravery, the 
role of women and the rise of the infant welfare movement. Nowhere are the 200,000 'flu fatalities in 
E ngland and Wales given prominence. Where it is mentioned at all, the disease that killed an estimated 40-
50 million people worldwide in three waves between the summer of 1918 and the spring of 1919 barely 
rates more than a passing mention. 3 

Research is being done - belatedly, perhaps - into the history of what became the forgotten plague. As is 
the usual way of these things, American and Canadian scholars lead the way in examining the impact of 
the 'flu on their own national experience, and several important doctoral theses, based on national data 
sets and government papers, have been produced in recent years. Useful in their own way, these studies 
lack a certain proportion. Influenza was a disaster coped with in a domestic setting. As a rule, victims did 
not suffer and die in hospital, cared for by phalanxes of trained nurses. They were cared for at home, 
and died at home, and their bodies waited at home to be buried. It is in the local experience that the 
true history of the forgotten pandemic will be told. Below is some account of what happened when the 
Spanish Lady came to the metropolitan borough of H ackney. 
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What is influenza? 
Influenza is an infectious disease caused by a virus, 
in which the symptoms include chills and fevers, 
headache, loss of appetite, general aches and 
pains, weakness, and inflammation of the mucous 
membranes of the nose and throat.4 Mild cases 
resemble the common cold, but, as the influenza 
virus weakens the body's defences against bacteria, 
sufferers risk developing pneumonia, either from 
the influenza itself, or from a secondary bacterial 
infection. It is therefore particularly perilous to 
the elderly, who are 
encouraged nowadays 
to be vaccinated against 
influenza each autumn. 
Those with chest or 
heart problems are 
also especially at risk 
from the concomitant 
complications of 
influenza. The disease 
is extremely infectious, 
carried by airborne 
droplets and transmitted 
partly by sneezing and 
coughing, and has an 
incubation period of 
only one or two days. 

difficult to treat. Most people infected with a 'flu 
virus recover after a few days, although they can 
experience lassitude and depression for some time 

afterwards. 

Although there had been several recorded outbreaks 
of influenza in the 19th century, it is the series of 
epidemics of Russian 'flu from 1889 to 1892 that 
affected London most seriously, with one third of 
the inhabitants immobilised within a short space of 
time. Norwood cemetery was burying 200 victims 

a day in the worst period 
in 1892, and outpatient 
clinics were said to have 
been full of influenza 
sufferers. The outbreaks 
were very sudden, and, 
in the metropolis at least, 
affected the essential 
services to a very great 
extent. London postal 
services were disrupted, 
especially during the 
Christmas rush rn 

1889-90, when 1,346 
Post Office employees 
were off sick for an 
average of 15 days each, 
although only two of 
these died. Staff of 
the telegraph service, 
Metropolitan policemen, 
and employees of 
the London and 

An epidemic of influenza 
has five hallmarks: a 
sudden outbreak which 
lasts up to eight weeks in 
one place; a rapid spread 
throughout a large 
area, often from one 
identifiable point; high 
morbidity and low case 
fatality rates; all classes 

'Good evening, I'm the new influenza': 
a drawing ry Ernest Noble, c. 1918 

Westminster Bank were 
also seriously affected. 
Dr King Warry, the 
Hackney medical officer 

and ages are affected but death is usual in only the 
old and chronically ill; and the short-lived acute 
fever ends in either complete recovery or death. 5 

'Flu epidemics occur once every few years, but the 
virus identified in each outbreak is rarely the same 
as the one responsible for the previous one. For 
this reason, it is difficult to predict and even more 
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of health (MoH), noted 
that the outbreak from December 1889 to February 
1890 was preceded by what he took for 'flu among 
horses, cats and dogs, and that, in his area at least, it 
affected women far more seriously than men.6 

The outbreak caused great alarm among the 
general public, and in the local press columns of 

those prominent in local life who had succumbed 
to the disease were printed, with news of their 
progress, and obituaries of those who had died.7 

Editorials recommended that readers ventilated 
their homes, kept fires alight in the sickrooms, 
stood indoors as much as possible, and washed 
frequently. 8 It left nearly all victims with long-term 
languor and debility, and was most fatal among the 
elderly. Its re-occurrence from 
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number to nearer 23,000. For the first time since 
records began, in 1918 deaths exceeded births in 
London by almost 5,000. Influenza caused nearly 
a quarter of all deaths in London in the whole of 
1918, concentrated in just a few weeks in the last 
quarter of the year. The death rate was highest in 
the first week in November, when it reached 55.5 
per 1000, the highest in the capital since the 1849 

cholera outbreak. 
April to June 1891 was much 
more serious and distorted the lNFLOENZA EPIDEMIC. The first wave of influenza hit 

London in July 1918, when in 
three weeks 700 civilians died 
of 'flu and a further 4 7 5 from 
pneumonia. The resurgence 
was noted in the capital in the 
second week of October. 12 The 

PltEYBIIT nRl"BOTION. seasonal death rates throughout 
London. In Hackney alone, 
143 deaths were ascribed to 
influenza between 25th April 
and the end of 1891, nearly half 
of them in those aged over 55.9 

1"w r..--n,tr-

ll. G. MUF'I<"E'.1"1',. 

12. H.anow~ llil .. Seatll HackMJ, !. L second wave, which was the most 
Origins and progress aa __ 

™ fatal of the three, 13 peaked in 
It used to be received wisdom 
that the disease first appeared 
among army recruits at Camp 
Funston in Kansas on 5 March 

From the Hacknry Gazette, 
December 1918 

southern towns at the end of 
October, and in London at the 
beginning of November. 14 As 

1918 and spread to Europe via troopships in 
April, 10 reaching North Africa, India, China and 
Australia by late July, but it is more likely that it 
had begun to manifest itself in outbreaks of 
infectious pneumonia in humans from 1915, and 
in an infectious condition noted in animals across 
the globe earlier in 1918.11 The far more deadly 
autumn wave began in France in August 1918, 
and was carried by ship to America and Africa 
soon thereafter. By October it was epidemic in 
most cities in western and central Europe, its 
transmission greatly facilitated by transcontinental 
troop movements and the disruption occasioned by 
the war. By the end of January 1919 it had affected 
nearly every inhabited part of the globe and had 
exacted an enormous death toll. 

Influenza in London 
Between mid June 1918 and May 1919, there 
were 16,520 deaths in London registered as being 
due to influenza, although William Hamer, MoH 
to the London County Council, estimated that 
accompanying infections would have increased that 
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elsewhere, sufferers reported 
extreme sweating on the first day of the outbreak, 
severe headaches, pain in the eyes, back and 
limbs, fever, sore throat and feelings of extreme 
depression. It was a horrible disease to witness. 
Victims often showed symptoms of a condition 
known as heliotrope cyanosis, in which their skin 
turned purple, and they literally drowned in their 
own blood and body fluids. Post mortems showed 
that the lungs of the dead were often filled with a 
solid red jelly, and that all major organs of the dead 
were engorged. 15 

Attendance at school was badly affected; more in 
the autumn than in the summer. Of 5,000 London 
schoolchildren investigated, it was found that the 
incidence of attack was higher among girls, and that 
those who died had either been debilitated before 
the attack, or had suffered from some other serious 
complaint other than 'flu. Among adults, sickness 
rates were two to three times the norm. There 
was concern about the absenteeism caused by the 
epidemic (at one point 1,400 London policemen 
were ill at the same time) 16 and about the effect it 
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was having on morale. Council workers were called 
upon to act as gravediggers to help overworked 
staff, and rumours abounded that London was 
running out of coffins. 

Who dealt with it 
In the United States, city authorities introduced 
flexitime to prevent overcrowding. Schools, 
churches and cinemas were closed and public 
gatherings were banned. Public transport vehicles 
were ordered to operate with all windows open, 
and masks were introduced for everyone attending 
public events. 17 In France, schools, theatres, cabarets 
and churches were closed down in October 1918, 
public places were fumigated every day, and extra 
staff were recruited to clear rubbish tips and other 
perceived health hazards. The French authorities 
made spitting in public illegal and instructed 
all professional nurses to sterilise all items that 
came into contact with an infected patient. 18 

In Switzerland, theatres, cinemas, concerts and 
shooting matches were suspended, leading to 

reported widespread panic among the population.19 

In Australia, the government made the wearing 
of masks compulsory in shops, hotels, churches, 
theatres and on public transport in heavily
populated areas. Space regulations limited the 
number of people able to gather in shops, hotels, 
tearooms and restaurants, and, as in America, shops 
were forbidden from holding bargain or clearance 
sales. Strict price controls were enforced on 
influenza medication, and a national formula for a 
stock mixture and a solid inhalation was created in 
December 1918 in anticipation of the next wave.20 

In Britain, the response to the pandemic was in 
the hands of local public health departments, who, 
while influenza remained non-notifiable, lacked the 
authority to impose such restrictions. 

Once it had accepted that 'the obscure disease 
with cerebral symptoms' was indeed influenza, the 
Local Government Board (the central board for 
public health and welfare, due to be superseded by 
the Ministry of Health in 1919) concentrated on its 
course of attempted disease prevention by issuing 
circulars to MoHs, sending out 13 between mid-
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January 1918 and early February 1920. It directed 
local authorities to concentrate their efforts in co
ordinating and supplying nursing services and home 
helps.21 It also produced a public information film, 
featuring 'Dr Wise' and an irresponsible patient. 22 

The impression that government was not prepared 
for the epidemic, and was improvising its official 
response, did not go unnoticed, most especially by 
the Hacknry Gazette: 

Schemes for checking these terrible visitations need 
to be thought out and prepared beforehand, so that 
when the disease asserts itself the antidote is instantly 
applied by the public health authorities without 
waiting for instructions from the Local Government 
Board, or for belated medical conference.23 

The metropolitan public health system in 1918 was 
based on the provisions of the 1854 Metropolis 
Management Act. MoHs (all qualified physicians) 
headed departments of public health in each 
of the metropolitan boroughs, and it was their 
responsibility to enforce and oversee the vast 
body of public health legislation that had been 
introduced in the previous sixty years. The system 
worked efficiently in peacetime, with the borough 
armies of sanitary inspectors, dust collectors, 
food analysts and so on working according to 
established tenets and dealing with the increasingly 
rare outbreaks of notifiable infectious diseases. The 
Great War, however, had a dramatic impact on the 
ability of all, but more especially the metropolitan, 
local authorities to deal with anything but the most 
basic demands. By 1918, there were fewer than 1000 
MoHs in England and Wales, to cover a total of 1,880 
sanitary districts. In Britain, the War Office had first 
claim on the services of medical professionals (a 
meeting of Hackney doctors in 1915 was told that 
the War Office wanted 2,000 doctors),24 and even 
the poorest districts were not exempt. For example, 
no fewer than ten Hackney general practitioners 
were called up for military service at the height of 
the first wave of the epidemic. 25 Calls for doctors 
to be released by the military authorities, and for 
commandeered beds in voluntary hospitals to 
be surrendered, went largely unheeded. Women 
and older doctors had been recruited to work in 
hospitals and infirmaries since 1917; for example, 
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at the height of the autumn 'flu wave, Shoreditch 
Poor Law Infirmary employed coloured doctors as 
assistants - a move that provoked much comment 
in the local press about how much better it 
would have been to employ white doctors. 26 The 
trend with MoHs, 
however, was to ask 
those remammg 
in post to take 
on neighbouring 
districts, and there 
is no evidence that 
women doctors 
were employed 
as local public 
health officers. 
The Borough of 
Hackney followed 
the guidelines for 
local authorities 
and medical 

costs of looking after sick relatives caused a surge in 
applications for help to the Hackney branch of the 
National Relief Fund. By July 1918, the secretary 
had to use the Town Hall facilities to process 
claims, and the local police were instructed that 

people in distress 
in the street owing 
to sudden illness 
should be sent 
to the Town Hall 
for money, and to 
the local Salvation 
Army Hall for 
shelter. 28 During the 
second wave, the 
St. John Institute at 
Hackney opened to 
offer night shelter 
to the sick and 
distressed. In late 

practitioners as 
set out in the Local 

Dr King Warry (seated, centre) and ef.ficers ef Hacknry Metropolitan 
Boroughs public health department, 1910 

October, council 
workers from 

Stoke Newington 
Government Board 

pamphlets of 22 October and 4 November 1918, 
and the regulations regarding ventilation of places 
of entertainment issued on 18 and 22 November 
of that year. It set up posters throughout the 
borough recommending that victims stay isolated 
and go to bed the moment symptoms appeared, 
that those nursing patients boil handkerchiefs, 
attend to the teeth and throats of their charges and 
make up gargles of permanganate of potash and 
salt. Those not yet affected were advised to 'avoid 
overcrowding and mental strain, over fatigue and 
excessive drinking'. 27 

The pandemic hit Hackney very hard. It killed 871 
people in the borough between 1918 and 1920, the 
vast majority (698) in the awful second wave of 1918. 
Hackney had experienced great distress during the 
War, being particularly hit by huge increases in the 
cost of rents, food, electricity and coal. Zeppelin 
raids (which did not end until May 1918) and 
serious food shortages added to the stress of War. 
Now, towards the end of the conflict, the attendant 
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had to act as grave
diggers in Abney Park cemetery, as there had been 
such an increase in deaths from influenza that the 
regular staff were completely overwhelmed.29 

The Hackney MoH produced a table reflecting 
the epidemic experience in his borough, showing 
that between the first week in October and the 
28th December, Hackney had experienced 651 
deaths from 'flu, 98 from heart disease, 121 from 
bronchitis, 141 from pneumonia and 77 from 
pulmonary tuberculosis. 30 Apart from the posters31 , 

little additional assistance was forthcoming from 
the public health department, except that one 
nurse was assigned from the King's Home for 
Nur~es and the Shoreditch and Bethnal Green 
Nursing Association to the Hackney Dispensary 
to deal solely with 'flu cases. This long-established 
charity recorded the importance of the epidemic 
in its work from the autumn of 1918, and the sorts 
of people who were affected, 

The difficulty experienced by our patients through 
lack of sufficient accommodation in their houses and 
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flats in isolating the first cases of influenza which 
occurred resulted in many cases in the whole family 
falling victims to it, and it was not uncommon to visit 
a house in which every inhabitant was in bed, and 
neighbours had to be relied on to give any help or 
attendance they could find time for. 32 

The reliance on neighbours was not restricted 
to East London. In Manchester in 1918, 62.98% 
of a sampled 208 fatal cases had had no contact 
at all with a health care professional during their 

illness. 33 

The 1918-1919 pandemic was unique in its fatality 
to young adults, and more particularly, to young 
women. In London, women made up 57% of the 
'flu deaths. This pattern was found everywhere the 
disease struck, and the youth and sex of the dead 
shocked the press, one editorial declaring, 'This 
adds a new danger to life. One is never safe in this 
world.'34 One reason put forward at the time was 
that older people who had been infected in the 
1889-1890 epidemic had developed immunity to 
the virus. It was also suggested that the wartime 
employment of young women in factories and 
other large establishments enabled the spread of 
the disease among artificially-created communities. 
These exceptional wartime conditions, allied to 
food rationing, rising fuel prices, and a cold autumn 
and winter, may have rendered young women less 
fit to fight the infection. Had those women been in 
domestic service or at home, as would have been 
the case before 1914, it was argued that they would 
have tolerated the epidemic more successfully.35 In 
England and Wales, the female death rate rose from 
a usual 41 per 1 million to 1073 per 1 million in the 
third quarter of 1918, and 16.64% of total female 
mortality was due that quarter to influenza.36 

Response to the epidemic 
It has been asserted that, although more people 
died worldwide in the pandemic than in the 
First World War, the attitude of the British press 
was remarkably sanguine. Certainly the Times 
hazarded that the cause of the epidemic was ' ... 
the general weakness of nerve-power known 
as war-weariness'37

, and it could be argued that 
the reaction to the epidemic by the public health 
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authorities was also governed by the same war
weariness. Even the British Medical Journal, while 
recommending that crowded meetings be avoided, 
agreed that overcrowding on transport and in the 
workplace had to be allowed in order to help the 
war effort.38 

While there are certainly examples of the press 
being unresponsive to the epidemic, the Hackney 
Gazette seems to have been an exception. On All 
Saints' Day 1918 - just ten days before the end of 
the War - the newspaper published a leader railing 
against the inactivity of the authorities, 

[The public].want something more than statistics to 
make them optimistic, and something not quite so 
cheap as the advice that has been freely tendered in 
a section of the Press, to "Keep cheerful". Armchair 
complacency - of which we have had a surfeit lately 
- may be all very well, but when a man's house is on 
fire he cannot be expected to become enraptured 
with the thought that the conflagration is no worse 
than his neighbour's was some time back. ... We wish 
we could believe that everything that could be done 
had been done by certain local authorities. There has 
been rather too much official timidity displayed.39 

The writer stated that too much was being expected 
of the private practitioner, and demanded to know 
why there were no official placards, dispensaries 
and shelters. The paper regularly highlighted the 
deaths from 'flu appearing before the coroner, 
and the difficulties of the workhouse infirmary 
in finding enough trained nurses to cope with 'flu 
victims. Inquest reports dwelt upon the number of 
local young women who succumbed to the disease, 
and, in the e::irly spring of 1919, began to count 
up the number of sufferers who, having recovered 
from the 'flu, became subject to suicidal depression. 
One young woman committed suicide in January, 
as she felt she would never be well again and did 
not want to be a burden to her family. 40 The disease 
had two mor,e Hackney victims worth noting -
Dr King Warry, who had been the MoH for the 
borough for twenty-six years, died in March, and 
the next month a local doctor committed suicide 
after having had 'flu.41 

On reflecting the experience of the epidemic, the 
newspaper published a long article in August 1919 

entitled 'What the influenza epidemic taught the 
authorities'. After rehearsing all the local statistics, 
and distilling the local experience, the writer 
concluded that the borough needed an army of 
volunteer helpers during epidemics.42 This was 
followed by months of criticism of the borough, 
culminating in a piece entitled 'Much Talk but Very 
Little "Do"'. The peculiar 
circumstances of the 
war certainly made life 
more difficult for those 
who had the task of 
fighting the epidemic 
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Although the central body recommended increased 
professional nursing and home help provision, 
there is little evidence that this was forthcoming. 
Throughout the war the level of available 
medical care for the civilian population had 
dropped dramatically, due not only to the military 
recruitment of doctors, but of trained nurses. It is 

notable that during the 
epidemic, it was nurses, 
rather than doctors, 
who were in most 
demand. This shortage 
of trained nurses was 

than would have been REPORT even more acute than 
that of doctors; by 
1918, there was one 
trained nurse to every 
317,000 people in the 
United Kingdom.45 

Throughout the 
epidemic, factories and 

the case in peacetime. 
The burden of trying 
to cope with the civilian 
casualties fell on local 
general practltloners, 
many of whom had 
been called out of 
retirement to take the 
place of colleagues 
who had been called 
up. A Hackney doctor, 
Dr Armstrong, stung 
by the local coroner's 
criticism 
unreported 
diphtheric 
rejoindered, 

over an 
case of 
tonsillitis, 

Whatever [doctors] did 
was wrong. They had 
too much to do, and it was 
a perfect scandal that the medical 
practitioner had to do the work 
of the medical officer ... It was 
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Dr King Warry s last report 

schools remained open, 
and no special hospital 
accommodation was 
provided for victims. 
Central government 
action was restricted 
to issuing an order 
limiting the duration 
of continuous 
performances m 
theatres (3 hours) 
and cinemas ( 4 

time the Government sent some practitioners home 
from the Front for the civilian population.43 

hours),46 after which 
time the premises had to 
be ventilated for half an 

hour before the entertainment could recommence. 
The order caused no little amount of confusion. 
While Hackney prosecuted 4 of the 12 cinemas 
in the borough for not evacuating the auditoria 
while the ventilation was being effected,47 the 
cinema proprietors of Kensington challenged the 
assumption that the cinemas had to be evacuated 
while the ventilation was taking place.48 

But, even where a doctor was available, what 
could be prescribed for the 'flu victim? Gargles, 
mouthwashes, disinfectants were all recommended, 
but the most frequently prescribed specific for 
'flu throughout the country was an ancient (and 
acceptable) one; namely, whisky.44 
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After the war, reports on the pandemic were 
published by the new Ministry of Health and 
by the Registrar General,49 and the London 
County Council published its own account of the 
experience of the capital. The Registrar General 
estimated that the total number of deaths from 'flu 
during the epidemic was 112,329 (53,883 males and 
58,446 females), giving a civilian mortality rate of 
3,129 per 1 million, higher than that for the 1849 
cholera. 

Conclusion 
Hackney did not escape the deadly toll of the 
1918-1919 pandemic. The resistance to infection 
of the population was particularly low owing to 
massive social disruption, not least of which being 
under-nourishment, high rents, food shortages and 
the stress of the fear of air raids in East London. 
Reaction to the pandemic by the public health 
authorities in the borough, as throughout Britain, 
was muted, partly because it was assumed that it 
was a by-product of the war, and partly because the 
shortage of staff meant that they were peculiarly 
unfitted to supply the medical - and above all 
nursing - care that was needed. The pandemic, in 
Hackney, as elsewhere, was an adjunct of the war 
to end all wars, a burden to be quietly borne for 
the sake of the future of the nation. 

'The epidemic passed us by and took from us its toll of 
life without especially stirring the popular imagination.'50 
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Notes 
1 T he di sease earned the soubriquet ' the Spanish ' flu ' because a Reuters 
agent in neutral (and thus uncensored) Madrid telegrammed London with 
a report of a 'strange fo rm of di sease of epidemic' which had attacked the 
inhabitants, including King Alphonso. P. D avies, Catchi11g Cold, the H1111tfor a 
Killer Vims (1999), 59. 
2 The Spaniards claimed that it had come into their coun try from the 
Wes tern Front, blown over the Pyrenees by strong winter winds. A.\Y/. 
Crosby, Epidet11ics a11d Peace, 1918, (\Vestport, Connecticut, 1976) , 26. T he 
o ther terms are given in Davies, Catching Cold, 58. 
3 T his latest es timate doubles that of the previous highest figure, is given in 
the Mill J-WI Essay, 'Tn Search of an E nigma: the "Spanish Lady"', by Rod 
Daniels (National lnstitute for Medical Research, London, 1998),1. 
4 The virus enters the body through the respiratory tract and attaches 
ro salic acid receptors on the epithelial cells. After one to three days, 
cytokines are released from the leukocytes, produced in response to the 
viral invasion. T here are three types of 'Au virus: A (that which causes 
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Contributors 

Joan Hardinges worked for a Lloyd's insurance broker for 33 years. She is a Hackney resident and a 
City of London guide, and has taught adult education courses on the history of London. Her article on 
Camden buildings in fire insurance records appeared in Camden History Review 24. 

Philip Plumb is a retired University librarian. He catalogued the Tyssen collection of sermons at Hackney 
Archives Department, and has written about nonconformity in Hacknry History volumes 3, 4 and 5. He 
is currently working on a biography of Bishop Seth Ward for the Royal Society. 

Dr Andrea Tanner became immersed in the micro-history of Hackney's health during four years' work 
on the Wellcome-funded 'Mortality in the Metropolis' project at the Centre for Metropolitan History; 
which is also how she first encountered Dr Percy Jelley (Hacknry History 7). She is currently working on 
an online database of in-patients at Great Ormond Street Hospital, 1852-1914. Future research will 
concentrate on the history of Fortnum & Mason for the company's tercentenary in 2007. 

Isobel Watson was formerly a Government lawyer. She has edited Hacknry History since its first issue in 
1995, and has written about South Hackney in Gentlemen in the Building Line, and about flat-building in the 
Camden History Review and the London Journal. 

The Friends of Hackney Archives 

The Friends of Hackney Archives were established in 1985 to support the work of the Hackney Borough 
Council's Archives D epartment, and to act as a focus for local history in the area of the former boroughs 
of Shoreditch, Stoke Newington and Hackney. 

The organisation is registered as a charity and functions independently of the Department and the 
Council. The Friends run a donations fund, which has been instrumental in securing valuable new 
material, including two important collections of theatre posters as well as printed books, images and 
manuscripts (see page 21 for a recent example). 

Hacknry History aims to collect and publish new research about all parts of the borough. Membership is 
£10 per calendar year (£20 for mailing overseas), and members receive a copy of Hacknry History and the 
regular newsletter The Hacknry Terrier. Enquiries to -

Friends of Hackney Archives 
Hackney Archives Department 

4 3 D e Beauvoir Road 
London N1 5SQ 

020 7241 2886 
archives@hacknry.gov. uk 

www.hackney.gov.uk/archives 
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