
INTN,ODUCTION

On Monday, Septennber 24th, 1849 The Morning

Chronicle published an account of a visit to the cholera

districts of Berlnnndsey - 
the flrst of a series of articles on

the tondon poor by Henry Mayhew. The area he concen-

trated oil was Jacob's Island, one of the few districts

surviving the great fire of London; the island was sur-

rounded by a tidal ditch which had become one Yast open

sewer and Mayhew described a part of the area as'follows:

We then ioutneyed en to L6ndsh-skeet' down which the tidal

diteh csntiaues'its course. In No. I of this street the cholera

first app€arcd severleen y€erc ago, aud spread up it with

fearful virulence; but this ymr it appearcd at the opposite

end, and ran down it with trike severity. As we passed along

the reeking banks of the sewer the sun shone upon a narrow

slip of the water. In the btight lig.ht it appearcd the colour

of a strong green tea, and positively looked as rali4 as black

marble in the shadow - indaed it'was mom like rvctery nud

than muddy weter; and yet we were assuted thet qi* was the

only *ater that the wretched inhehitants had to drin[. As we

gszed in horror &t it, ne saw drains and sewers qrnp*ylng

t-n"i* ru*ry contetrts into it; tve saw a whole tier of doorless

privies in the open road, cor,union to rnen and women, built

over it; we heard bucket after bucket sf filth sptash into it,
and the limbs of the rragrant boys bathing in it seerned, by

pute force of contrast, white as Parian marble. And yet, as

we stood doubting the fearful statemenl we saw a little child,

fiorn otre of the galleries oitposite, Iower a tin can with a rope

to fill a large bucket that stood beside her. Iareach of the

balmnie that hufrg oYer the Btrcam tlre sarne.self tub was

-to be seen in which the inhabitants put the mucky Hquid to

stand, so that they rnay, after it has rested a day or hrq, skim

the fluid from the mlid partictes of filth, pollution and disease.

As the little thitg dangled her tin cup a$ gently as possible

into the stxeam, a bucket of night soil was poured doura from

the next Eedlery,t
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The impact of the article was considerable; as a result of it
for example, Charles Kingsley and the Christian Socialists

pressed for sanitary reform.2 klayhew's great skill lay in his

ability to vividly recreate scenes and events encountered *
we feel as we read his account that we are there in
Bermondsey, seeing what he saw, 130 years ago. Mayhew

also achieved the impact that he did through pioneering

what we would now call oral history 
- or in his words, "the

ftrst attempt to puHish ttre history of the people, from the

lips of the people themselves."]

There was nothing new of cours€ ia the concern for
the conditinns under which tho poor, Iived * "The Condi
tioa of Eugland" question was long-standing, a*d had been

probed and investigated since the begindng of the century

in a serioe of medical, pocr law and othor gsvermnent

reports. Perhaps what was new was a sherpening of the

concern of the properticd classes for the stability of the

social order in which they so clearly had an overwhelming

vested interesg The Morning ehronicle in its editorial,
announcing the commencement of the national survey of
Iabour and the poor- argued

"the strarving or mendicant state of a large poxion of the
peo,ple . . if suffered to remain unremedied many years

knger" will eat, like a dry rot, into the very frernework of
our society, and haply bring down the whole fabric with a
cr&sh.'*4

The Chartist agitation sf the previous year had left its
mark, and the "dangerous classes" is a phrase which ap
pears frequently in The Morning Clrronicle 

- 
although

Mayhew only used it to rebut the assumptions and fears

which it concealed, A secondary conc€m revealed by The
Marning Chronicle editorial was the injustice of soeiety as

it was then coustituted *'oNo nxan of feeling or reflection
can look abroad without being shocked and startled by the
sight of enorrnous wealth and unbounded luxury, placed

in direct juxtaposition with the lowest exhemes of indigence
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and privation."s But again none of this was new 
- 

the

rniddle class public had long been aware through novels

as well as government reports of the existence of the poor 
-

what ruas new was that a man of great sensitivity of

language and feeiing, was about to embark on one of the

greatest survoys of human life ever undertaken, and this

"faetual" survey was to have an impact on conternporaries

that no other writing on the poor had ever had. To under-

stand how Mayhew achieved this impact is one of the aims

of this introduction.

Mayhew himself elaimed that he had been respon'

sible for suggesting the national survey to The Morning

Chronicle, but this was disp-uted by the newspape: in an

editorial after lvlayhew had b,roken with them.6 Whatever

the origin of the survey, Mayhew's first letter appeared in

the newspaper on October 19th, 1849, and a series of eighty-

two letters by him continued until December 12th, 1850.

Jusf over a third of this material was incorporated in

Mayhew's later study, London Labour And The London

Poor, hut the bulk of it has neysr been published (akhough

selections have appeared in the last few yearsT). The survey

covered many regions of England and Wales, and was

divided between three types oJ area * the rural, manu-

facturing and metropolitan. Mayhew was appointed the

meffopolitan correspondent and he appears to have been

heiped by his brother "Gus", as well as by Charles Knight

and Henry Wood, along with assistants, stenographers and

general helpers.s It was Mayhew's contribution that soon

attracted attention and the great majority of letters to the

newspaper concerned his accounts of the London poor,

rather than those on the countryside or industrial areas.

Not only was there great general interest, but novelists of

the day were clearly influenced by what they read * Charles

Kingsley incorporated some of Mayhew's work into his

novel Alton Locke and someone of the stature of Thackeray

wrote in the March 1850 issue of Punch:
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"A. clever and earneri-rrinded writer gets a comoissioa frora
The Marning ehranicle oerfi,$paper; and reports upon tht state

of our poor in l"ondor; he goeq afiongsl latrouring people and
poor of all kinds-anO brings back what? A picture ofhumao
Iife so wonderful, so awful, so piteous'and pathetic, so excit-
ing and terrible, that readers of romances own that they never
read anything like to it; and that the griefs, struggles, strange

adventures here depicted exceed anythidg that any af us could
irnagine . . .*r

Mayhew achieved this effect on his readers by combining

the survey side of his work with illustrations drawn from
vivid individual autobiographical histories. It was this latter

approach whieh ga\re his work such emotioaal forcq pecple

coutrd iAentlry tor thp ffrst time'witlt the tr4tr?, not just as

depicted in a ndvel, buf through'the words of individuals

whose lives were being laid out before the reader. No

amount CIf stetistical and officiatr infomation on the poor

could conne n€ar to Mayhew's work for emotional impact;

he may have arrived at his method partly through his
journalistic expefience" but iianictlly. it was probably kis

adho,rence to natural science whieh led hirrl ts such

a literaX'retdei{ng of thg'ovidenee 'giwn to hirn by the

people he i*tsiviewed. But also Mayherv ungersto the

poof : there were elements in his character and experience

which led him to sympathize and identify with them, as we

will now see.

He was born in London in 1812 the son of a self-

rnade solicitor, and ivas ducated at Westninster Fublic
School. The evidence we have suggeste his father was both

tyrannieal and unsympathetic to all his children, partieularly

to his sonil he also appears to have been violent with his

wife. Mayhew wrote a satire on his father, suggestirrg that he

had a particular dislike for the front of rqspeetability that his

father presented to the world.Io Although Mayhew appears

to have been a brilliant pupil, his indolence and rebel-

liousness led him to leave the sehool at an early age he

refused to be flogged by the headilraster for a minor mis-
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demeanour and imrnediately left the school never to return.

Similarly, after a brief period of apprenticeship in his father

solicitor's business, he caused his father sorne ernbarass-

ment by forgetting to lodge legal papers, and fled the house

not to see his father for several years" Mayhew's britrliance,

indolence and humour led him to adopt the life of a literary

bohemian, writing for satirical magazines (he claimed to

be one of the co-founders ot Punchl, newsplpers, as well as

his own plays, short stories and novels. Much of this writing

had a radical edge which was probably linked with his

reaction against the conseryative respectability of his father,

although his work was also characterized by sorne of the

middle+.lass assumptions of the day, showing that he had

not escaped the influence of his bourgeois background.ll

One aspect of Mayhew's charaeter which perhaps

has not been sufficiently stressed in other commentaries

on his work, was his interest in the natural sciences.

According to one account, he had unsuccessfully tried

to persuade his father to allow him to become an

experimental chernist,I2 and when he left home, he spent

much of his tirne on such experiments (he is reputed to

have nearly blown up his brother's house on one occa-

sion !13), and his interest in natural scienee clearly informed

the way he approaehed The Morning Chronicle survey.

He wiote to the editor of that paper in February 1850

explaining his approach :

I rnadE up rny mind to deal with hurnan nature as a natural

philosopher or a chemist deals with any material obiect; and,

as a man who had devoted some little of his time to physical

and metaphysical science, I rnust say I did most heartily rejoice

that it should have been left to me to apply the laws of induc-

tive philosophy for the first time, I believe, in the world to the

abstract questions of political economy.r4

Although this stress on science and political economy would

seern a far cry from Mayhew the great originator of working

class oral history, with all its moving and vivid writing, the
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contradictioil is not as grsat as it might seem; Mayhew

always stressd he was presenting a lactaail picture of the

London poor as he found them; when in dispute with the

editor ofrThe Morning Chraniele about the ct>ntont oI sorne

of his,articles - &e editor had re$oved some passages anti.
pathetic to free trade - Mayhew insisted that the original
report of the speech of a boot-maker be restored on the

grounds that he was "a person collectiug and registering

fact$.'nls His notion of natural science was essentially that

it was an inductive discipline, with factual information
boing collected in great detail before valid generalisations

eould be reached. It was partly on these grounds that he

was witicel of 'the political economists of the da1l; he

believd that thoy mnstructed their theories without
familiariziag'themsclves with the eomplexities of the situa-

tioas they were trying to explain.

An obvious weakness in Mayhew's method was that
he did not use a strict llrocess of random sampling in select-

ing infor,mants * his work w4g carried out before this had

been developed * but he did ettempt wherever passible to
avoid undue bias. This is illustrated by the dispute that
arsse ov€r the reliability of his evidence on Raggcd Schoolsl

his assistant R. Knight gave the following account of the

method of selectirg informants in a letter to The Morning
Chronicle:

I was directed by your Special Correspondent to obtain for
him the addresses of some of the boy,o and girls who attended
the Ragged School in Westminster, so that he aright be able
to visit them at their homes. Your eorrespondent desired me

to take the names of the first parties that cafire to hand, so

that neither particularly Sood nor bad cases might be selected,

but such as might be presumed to be fair ayerage examples

of the practical tendeacy of the school in question.l6

Mayhew corn€s near here to a random sampling method,
but elsewhere he was too dependent on special sources d
information to be able to achieve this aim. Frequently
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he used key Mormentsl doctors, clergmen, trade union

Ieaders - 
to both provide iotormation'' on a subject and

inffoduce him to other informants in the area thdt he was

interested in. The disadvaotages and potential biss in this

method is obviious, but ilr plactiee,it seems to have been

remarkably successful. All of Mayhew's key infonnants

appe&r tc have been intolligent and well-infor.med men, aud

were able to provide him with a range and depth of informa-

tion that would have heeu unavailable oleewhere (this is

perhaps a rnethod that social scientists today might benefit

from rediseoveriag). A chock on tho reliability aud objec-

tivity of the infonr.ration given was the public nature 6f the

suwey-orr6s were opgn:to correetiou tlrough the:Ietter

colunn of the newspaper, ahd that there were only ono or

t\ryo corcsetions of t&is kin{"rr bears testimony to the high

overall accusary of h{ayhew:s work.

The major theme of the survey was of murse

poverty, and ao iatroduction of this kind cao only touch

uport some of the more important aspeqts of the subject

as it was treated by Mayhew. One of the things that he

reveatred to hrs co*tamporarie was the coruplexity of
poverty; as we,Il as its iaevitebili,ty' AnythiYrg which,uould

destroy a fanrily"5 ordinary means of livelihood - ill*ess,

old age, death or accident * could throw it into the nnost

extreme and abject pov6rty. I quote at some length the

followiag account given to I\rfayhew of nrhat happeaed to a

coalwhipper (a labouret unloading coal) after an accident:

I was a coalwhipper. I had a wife and two children. Four
rnonttrrs ago, coming off my day's work, my foot slipped, and

I fell and broke my leg. I was taken to the hospital, and re-

rnained there ten weeks. At the time of the accident I had

no money at all by me, but was in debt by the arnount of ten

shillings to my landlord. I had a few clothes of myself and

wife. While I was in the hospitaX I did not reeeive anythihg
frorn our benefit soeiety, because I had not beer able to ke€p

up my subscripti,on. My wife and children lived, whitre I was

in hospital, hy pewning my things, and going from door to
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door, to every one she knowed, to give her a bit. Ttre naen

who worked in the sarne gaeg as myself made up 4s.5'd. for
me, and that, with two loaves of bread thaf they had, flom the
relieviirg-o$.cer, was all they got. While- I was in the hospjial,
the landloid seized for therreutr the few' thing$'that:my wife
had not pawned, and turned her and my tlvo little children
ioto tte etreet-one was a tlcy three years old, atd the other
a baby juct turned ten months'. My wife wsnt fo het rnother,
and she kept her aud my little ones for three weeks, till she

could do so no lor:ger. My rnother, poor old worlan, was most

as bad off as we were. My mother only works on the ground 
-out in the:eountry at gardening. She makes about ?s. a week

in summeq and'ia the urinter she only has only 9d, a day to
l.ive upoa; but she had al, ItasJ:a shelrer, for her ehild, snd she

williqgly shored that with her daughter and daughter's chil'
dren. She Sewneq_ all the elolhes ghe had to keep them frorn
$taflridB--but'at la*t'everyqfril,rg was gone from 1hs pqor old
rrsfilan, and then I got my brother to take ffiy,family itr.

My brother worked at garden work, the slrme as rny motkcr-
in-law did- IIa rnade about lSs, a week ia summer, and about
half that in the winter tfune . , . He had only one roorn, but
he got in a bundtre sf straw for rne, and we lived and slept
there for ssren weeks. He got credit foi more than fl of bread,

and tea, and, sugar fur us; and now he can"t pfly, a'hd tho rlieil
threatens','tc: eur*mon him for it. A.fter I teft my bfotherts,
I,canre ,to trive igr,:th€rneighbourhood of'lEappingifsr I thought
I tnigtrt maaage to do a day's worb at eoafwhipping, and I
couldn't bear to trive on fiis liitlc earning aay longer - he

cotld searcely keep himself th€n. At lart I got a sfup to deliver,
but I was too weak ts do the work, and in puXling at the ropes,

rny hand got sore, and festered for \ryant of nourishment . . .

After this I was obliged to lay up again, and that's the only
job of work that I have been able to do for this last four
months . . . I had one pennyworth of bread this morning.
We altogeiher had half-aquatem loef arnong the four of us,

but no tea nor coffee. Yesterday we had some bread, and tea,

and butier, but \\rher€ver my wife got it from I don't know.
I was three days, but a short time back, without a teste of
food (here he burs.t out crying). I had nothing but water which
passed my trips. I had meretry a little at home, ald that my
wife and children had. I would rather starve rnyself than let
them do so. Indeed, I'vc done it over and over again. I never
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begged. Itd die ifl the strsets fit$t. I never told nobody of my

life. The forentan af my gang was the only one besides God

that knew of my misery; and: his wifc came to me and brought

me moroy and bmught' me food;r,and himsclf too, rnany a

time ("I had a wife and five cfiililren'of rny owh to rnaintain,

and it grieved me to my he&rt," said the man who sat:by, "to

see them ryant, and I unable to do more fot them."1rt

Anyone tempted to dismantle the welfare state would do

well to pCI,nder this passago at some length; there is no doubt

whatsoever from the voluminous evidence produced by

Mayhew and the other sorreipondents al The Morning

Clvaniete, that,'rthig m&nls expoiieilee of r+hat happened in

sieknees and" ill-healt} was entiretry typical. It is not only

the extrome pov€rty of the;family iseH, btlt the pCIv€rtlt of

their'neighhours; wcrknates and relatives whioh gives thc

report such irapor,tanee in reveatring the terrible cnnditions

trnder which ttle poor of Victorian England lived. The

harshness with which the family w€re treated by tlre land-

Iord and the retieving officer obviously added considerably

to thoir misory; onty the support of neighborlrsi workmates

and a,bow eltr, relativw" enablod them to survive at altr.

Mayhew rraks it very clser that these cases: wel€

not rnerely exannBles of individual disttees' btlt were

charactsristie sf whole classes of people. Poverty of this

kind was the re$ult of sffuctural ehanges in society, a theme

which beearle kfayhew's over-riding concerx in his &rbrrxing

Chronicle letters. He aualy*ed the pover,ty resulting fronr

changes in the' orgenisation of Eades, and began to
genelalise this into an indictment of the whole of capitalist

societlr. Before he emtrarkod on this analysis, he gathered

together a vast amount of erupificol evidence on the inci-

denco afid neture of povefiy, and perhaps what was so

unusual about this, was his ability to write so well about

what other authors had managed to make so mundane and

boring; here is his description of the hiring of labourers in

the docks:
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As the foreman calls from a book the oarnss; sonr-e rnen iunrp
upon the backs of the others, so as to lift themselves high
&bove the rest, and attract the notice of him who hires them.
AII are shoutiag. Some cry alsud his surxame, some his
christian name; others call out: their own narnes; to reraind
hirn that they are there. Now tho appeal is rnade in Irish
blarney, norv in broken English. Indeed it is a sig;ht to sadden
the most callous, to see ,ftoarsonds of men struggling for only
one day's hire, the scufre being made the fiercer by the know-
ledge that hundreds out of the number assernbled must be left
to idle the day out in want. To look in the faees of that
hungry crowd is to see a sight that must be ever remembered.le

He went o$ to detail the poverty of tbe dock labour€rs, and
iltrustratd this in brilliant fashion through inte{,views with
individual dockers and their families 

- families that lived
in oae squalid, srlheated and virtu*Ily unfur,nishod room,
who were &equently subject to hunger ar*d illness, without
proper clothing-children without shoes arld socks*and
could only frnd wsrk if they were prepared to participate
in the serarnbtre describsd above. Meny of the people seek-

ing dock work had pr€viously been silk-weavers living and
working in tbe Spitalfields area; the drastie deline in the
prosperiry in this trade was delineeted by trVfayheur in one
of his firrt letters.s

Although silk-weaving was the mo$t drarnatic
example of an occripatian falliug into destitution, rsost of
the trades covered by l\4*yhew were subject to something
of the same process. Real rrvages fell arnongst aearly all
occupational groups, and The Marning Chronicte survey
provides an unrivalled series of economic histories of
various ffades from the late eighteenth ceatury onwards.
Workers in the shoe- and boot rnaking trade had suffered
severely in living standards since the prosperity of the
Napoleonic sr'aa. as was revealed by one of Mayherr,s
inforrnants:

In 1812 the boot-makers received their highest wages. If an
average could have been taken then of the earnings of the
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tradei one with anot],rer, I thilk it would have lreen abotrt 35s.

a' m*rr. "[he great] decre*,ee (from 35s' to 13s 6d. a week]

that hss taken place is not so much owing to the decrease of

wages as to the increase of hands; and the rcon$squent'decfease

of work eoming to'each rnan. f' lmorr myself that ary late

mastef uaed to earn f,Z a week olr,ov€r&ge mdny y€ars'back,

bul'sf l4te years tr am sure he has not made 15e. a'week'll

Mayhe.rr unfortunstely did nst coil€at systemetie inf,orma-

tion on changes in prices - the evidenee he did publish

suggests that prices only begun to fall significantly after

the mid-l$40's. But the qualitative evidence on living stan-

dards more than outw,,eighs this deficiency' Here is a

doscriptioa of a bootmakerls earnings and style of life in

the eerty years of the centurg: ,

I got rilork ia Mr. Hoby'$ noi long afier the battte of

Waterioo, in t815, and was told by rny fellow worknten that

I wasn't born socn enough to see good times; but I'r'e lived

long enough to see bad ones, Though I wasn't born soon

enotrgh; as they said I eould earu" &nd did earn S150 a year,

scnrcth,ing short of f3 a week; and that fonejght ye;Ers when

trade beeame ac* so good " " . I cauld th*n p-lay rny S1 a

corner a! whisi, I wauJdn't play at that time for tress than 5s"

r coutrd'affur'd'a glassl of wiire,-but'w&s aever a driuker: ar:d

for a,ll tli&t; I had nty t1$0 in the Four per Cents for a ftlag

time (J lent it ts a friend afterwards), and frorn S40 to f;50

in the savi*ge bank, Scrae,made msre than me, though I macr

work. I can't $tand still. One iourfieyman, to my knowlEdge,

saved f,Z,Offi; he grtce made 34 pairs of boots in three weeks'

The bootmen ihen at Mr. Hoby's were all respectable men;

they were like gentlemen 
- smoking their pipes in thefu frilled

shirts, like gentlemen 
- all but the drunkards. At the ttsde

meetings, I{oby's best fireir uted to luve one corner of the

room to thernselves, and were called tbe Itouse sf Lords-

There was more than one hundred of us whes I becacte one;

and before then there were an even greater number. Mr. Iloby

has paid five hundred pounds a week in wages. It \sas easy

to save money in those dalc; one could hardly help it' We shalt

never see the like again.2z

Contrast this with the life-style of a boot-closer who
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a$sured me that he had dealt with his baker for fourteea or
fifteen years and had aever been, able to get out of debt

lately . . . As for a coat, hc said" 'loh, God bless my soul, sir,

I hayeilt bought one fer tl*is six or seven ycar$, aad my
missus has not been able to pufthase a goilrn for the same

time; to ds so out of rny earnings nor.r is impossible: If it
wasn:t for *. cousin sf fidae that is in place, nne shouldn't have

a thing to our backs, and working for the best wages too . . .

Wages have bcen going down ever since 183& Before that tithe
my wife attended to her dourestie duties only . . . Since that
period my wife has been obliged to work at shoe-binding, and

my daughter as well . . . My comforts have certainly not in-
creased in proportion with the price of provisions. In l8I1 to
1815 bre*d $,&S vcry higll*I t-hiuk:about !s. lO*d. the bsst

Ioaf 
-and 

I can say I was much more comfortable then than
at present. I ha$ a rsreat dinner: at t&at time every day; but
now Inrfi days without seeing tlre sight of it. If provisioils were

not as cheap as they ar€ norr we should be stawing
outright . ""23

Thsse were mefi who worked in the "honourable" part of
tbe trade * worki$g on the premises of tboir emplsyer for
6xed hours, their conditio** of-work regtlated by agree-

metrt with their trade union. Althoqgh increasingly
irmpoverished b5r the fall irr tryages, their sitiiatios wa* *o"i,
better thau that cf people working in the "dishonourable"
sector * those who either worked for thesnselves aE

"ehsrnber m&$tgl.s" in th€ir own hornos; of w€re employed
by them.'This sector was strongly concentratqd in the east

ead of London, whereas the more respectable part of the
trade were coilee{rkat€d alainly in the west end. This
polarisation of the trades 

- 
with about ten per cent

"honourable" and ninety per cent "dishonourablel'- was

reveal€d fu hlaykew to be common in the London trades.
Ile sartmarized the markedly different life-styles of the two
groups and illustrated it with reference to the tailoring
frade:

The very dwellings of the people are suffieieilt to tell you the
wide differenee betweon the two classes. In the one you occ?-
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sionatly flad srnell statues of Shakeepeare beneath glass shad€s;

in the ot*rer all is dirt and foetor. The working tailor's com-

fortable first-door at the West-end is redolent with the

perfume of ttrb small buach of violcts that stand in the tumbler
ovei the mantel-piece; ttre sweater's wretched garret is rank

\ryith the steneh of fitth and herrings. The honoutable part of
thc trftd€ are really intelligent artisans, whiile the slopworkers

are gpgeralfy alnrg*t brutified with their iece sant toil,
wretched pay, miserabXe food, and fiIthy homes.2a

The sweating system at its worst could be highly dangerous

to health and life, &s w&s revealed by someone who had

worked for one:

OaE swssler I wor*ed with had four children, six men, and

th€y" toget:her with his wille, sister-in-Iaw, and hirrxelf, all' 
lived in trvo rooaxs, the trargest of which was about eight feet
by ten. We worked in the srnallest room and slept there as

well - all six of us. The.re were trpo turn-up bedr in it, and

we slept three in a bed. There was nG chirr,raey, and indeed

no ventitration whatever. I was near losing my life there . . .

Alrnost a1l the m€n were consumptive, an( I myself attended
the dispensary for disease of the lungs-?s

What had brought about the terrible mass of misery

and povefry that week after week filled Ihe Marning
Chronide's pages? The answer of the political economists

of th€, day was that it was largely due to an over-rapid

expansion CIf population, and it was this Malthusian
orthodoxy that Mayhew was rnost concerned to dispute.

He did not coiltest that an over-supply of labour would
lead to a fall iu wages and living standards, but criticized
the lvlalthusian conclusion on empirical grounds. In his

later work London Labour And The l*ndon Poor, he

argued that there had been no excessive increase in popula-

tion in t&e first half of the uineteenth century" stating that
the demand ftrr Iabour as rneasured by various output/
production series, had more than kept pace with population
increase.26 He did not seem to realise that this contradicted
his oWn findings about the increasing poverty of the mass



14

of the people, although he could have eaved part of his

argument by smessing the re-distribution of income from
poor tc rieh. The radisEibutiorr would hav,e had to have

been very dram*tis to account for the depth of poverty he

found it his slrvey, and there is n<r evidence that it ever

roached this scale. The rnajor problem with Mayhew's &rgu-

ment is that he used produetiou series for eoinmoditiqr such

as cottoil and wool, which are krlown to have expanded

very dramatically, the textile industry being central to the
industrial revolution then taking plaee. The standard of
living and how it changed in this period has of conrse

becorne a subject of extensive seholarly debate, but this

doer not eppeer to be resolvable with existing statistical
data" Mayhew's owsi detailed gualitative evidenee $eem$

nauch luore use{u1 in telling us what was happening at this

tirne, a:rd ths conclusion ftorn his survey must be that there
wa$ & vast krcrease in poverly during the first half of the
nineteenth century.

How are we to reeoncile tf,rc absve conclusien with
some of ths stati$ticel series on wage$ which eppear to
con:*adist it? Ths anslryer lies I bdievs in what, the boot-
maker told May'hew iu tlre intenriew qr:otrd previously*
thst it wes not *o much a fall in wage rates of existing
trades that was respansible, but a significant decrease in
the *mount of employment available ar,rd the growth of
sngeatd work practices outside of the recogrieed (and pro
suraably ttrre statistically measured) regular trades. Mayhew
himself statsd that "in the generality of trades the cr*cula-
tion is that one-third of the ha*ds are fully employed; one-

third partially, and one-third unernployed throughout &e
yeat.';zt This would seem to bring the analysis back to aa

over-supply of labour and an exeessively expanding popula-

tlon, but Mayhew had a seriss of detsil€d arguments based

on his empirieal findings with which to counter this thesis.

For him the surplus of labour was the result of the competi-
tiveuess of contemporary capitalist society, and he brought
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thie out in a number of separute but r.elated themes. Ife
recognized that the introduetion of new technology had a

significant impact on the creation of surplus Isbour; for

exarnple, he described in some detail the eflect of steam

machiner,y on the ernployrne.nt of *awyers aad horv it had

both reduced their numbers and i*come.x But the effeet

of the new teebflolory was very Iimited in London as most

industries were l.rabour-intensive; what IVXayhew did trace

however was the imptct of the indr:suial revolution of the

textile industry in l"ancashire, for some of the labour dis'

ptraced found its way ou to the I-ondon labour market.

One man who had become destitute gave fufayhew the

following aeeount of his trife:

"I am thirty-eiEht" he said, "and have been a c$tton-spitlne!,

workirrg at Chorlton-upon-Medfuck. t can neither read nor

write. Whea f was a young man; twenty years ago, I could

earn !2 10s. clear mofiey every week, after payrng txo piecers

and a scaveilger. Each piecer had 7s-6d. a week*they are

girls; the scavenger - a boy to clean the rrheels of the cotton

spinnihg machine had 2s.6d. I was master of them wheels in

the factor,y. This state of tbingr continued until abctrt the

ytsr lS3?. I Eved' well and enjoyed myself, being a hearty man"

nsways a drugkard, working every day from half-past five in

the morning .till half-past seygn Et night * [*ag hous that

time, masler: I didn't care about money as long as f was

decent aud respectable. I had I tuln f$r sporting at the wakes

down there. In 1837 the 'self-actors' (machines with steam

po,srer) had come itrto comflion use. One gid can nrind three
pairs*thst used to be three men't work*getfiug l5s. for
the work which geve three m€r C7 l0s. Otlt of one factory

4ffi hands were flung in oae week, rn€n a*d womec tog€thar'

$fe had a meetiag of the union, but nothing could be done,

and we were told to go and mird the three pairs, as the gids

did, for lSs. a week. I9e woulda't do that. Some went for

soldiers, some to sea, some to Stopport (Stockport), to get

work in factories where the self-actors \+er"nt agait.":a

The Luddite reaction to new technology becomes com-

pletely urderstandable, its beneficiaries at this timo being

almost entirely the owners of factodes and their like. The
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sawyers had de*r<ryed the first mechanieal mills in London
(these were run by horse-power but on the same prindple
as t}e lator steam millsl, but had eventually succumbed to
tfte narv technology.

Mayhew realized however that technology was not
the prime movtlg force ir the early eapitalist transforms.

tion of socieqt, at least in the Londoa arsa. Mrmh mote

iraportant was the "oxtraeti,on of labour-su,rplus" through

changes in the organisation of what Marx called the social

relationships of production * in particular the develop-

ment of petty, capitalism in various forms. Mayhew did rtot

of course analyse the cotlrse of events in such simple

analyticatr tenns; he gave a much'more deseriptive aseount

of what he elled the effects of the "courpetitive system''.

He analysed the increase of surplus labour under two head-

ings: the increase in the nurcber of labourets and the

increase in the aulount of labour extracted frorn an exfuting

Iabour foree. He saw six ways of increasing the number of
Iabo*rets: "(1) Ey the undue increase of apprentices. G) By
drafting into the ranks of labour those who should be other-

wise eagaged, as womefi and ehildren. (3! By the irnporta-

tion of la,bourers, from abroad. (a) Ey the,raigration of
countf,y hbotrrers to towns, and so overcmwdillg,the rnarket

i* the cities. (5) By tho depression of other tr.ades. {6} By the

undue increase of the people them.selves."D Three, four and

six are all direct effects of increasing population and belong
if you trike to the "opposition arguarcnt". One and two form
a p&r,t of Mayhew's maia argllrnert (five is rather nebulous),

although he does nCIt $pell this out. He grouped the means

of increasing tho amount of labour frorn a fixed labour
force uuder seven headings: "(1) By extra supervision when

the workrnen are paid by the day " . . {2) By ineeasing the

workman's interest in his work; as in piece work, where the
payment of the oper*tive is made proportional to the
quantity of work done by hiar . . . (3) By large quantities of
work given out at one time; as in 'ltrrrp-work'and 'contract
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workr.'{4) By the domestic sys,tem of work, or giving out

-matrrials to'be made up at the homes of the workpeople.

(5) By the middleman system of labour. (6) By the preva-

lence of srnall master. (7) By a redueed rate of pay, as forc'

ing operatives to lahour both tronger-and quickor, in order

to mako up,the saln€ amount of income.!'3o ld&ily of these

he*dings overlap as Mayhew himself was prepared to admit;

categories two to six all have a strong elemeat of increasing

tho capitalist principle into work situations, and in practice

the prevalence of the contract system and in particular the

grcwth of sr-rall masters (peuy eapitalists] seem to have

beerr,rno*t importaut; at least in Mayhow's wsrk. Ileadings

one and seve,n eoneern the control that employers wsra abtre

to exeft over their work f'orce, without having to go thror,rgh

indireot rnarket forces ftke distinction bstwesn employu

and ernployee' beeomos blurred ol course in the ctse of 'the

small maeter * a more appropriate distinetion hero would

be between the rich capitalist and the poor worker who

actually providcd the labour, u*der whatavet relationship

of production).

That edlplsysrs w€re abte to extract eEormous

amour{e'of 'extra l&bour through'dirett' conttol'ws, brought

out by htayhew in a *umher of plaeu p€rhaps tbe'nnost

strikiug example was the "strapping, systelrt'" in the ear*

pentry. arld ioinery trade:

Concerning this I received the following extraordinary account

from a man after his heavy day's labour; and never in all my

experience have I seen so bad an instance of over-work. The

poor fellow was so fatigued that he could hardly rest in his

seat. As he spoke he sighed deeply and heavily, and appcared

almost spirit.broken with excessive labour: * "I work at what

is called the strapping shop," he said, *'&nd have werked at

r'rothing else for these ntany ye*rs past in tr-ondon. I call 'strap-

ping', doing as much work asr a'hurnan being or a horse

psclibly caa in a day, and that without any hanging upon the

collar, but with the fsrbman's eyes con$tantly fixed upon you,

from six o'clock in the rnorning to six o'clock at night. The

shop in which I work is for all ihe world Eke a prison * the
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silent sy$tem is as strictly carried out there as in a model gaol.

If a rran was to ask any cornmofl question of his neighbour,

except it was connected with his trade, he would be dischargsd

there and then. If a journeyman makes the least mistake, he

is packed: off just the same. A man working in such places is

ahilost ehmys in fear; for the most trifling things he is thrown
out of wcnk in an instant . . . I suppose since I knew the
trade a man does four times the work tfoat he did formerly . . ,

What's worse than that, the msn are everyone striving one

against the other. . . They are aII tearing along from the flrst
thing in the morning to the last thing at night, as hard as they
can go, and when the tirne cornes to knock ofr they are ready

to drop I was hours af,ter I got hornelast night before I could
grt a wink of sleeg; the soles,of my fert, werg:on firc, and my
argrs. eehed to that degree that I could hardly lift *ry hand to
mY head.-!I;

The re*utt of this terrihle explCIitatistr of labour was that
many j iners wsre u'quite old men and gray with.spoctacles

0n, by the time they are fort1,.":z

trt is easy uow to understand curreilt trade union
practices which r€gulato and contml the aorount of work
to be done iudependently of the "logic of prodtrction."
Trade uniens rmers of co$rse active duriag,tho whole of the

nineteenth €etltury and,qre must e$k wfty they were urable
to pr€seilt the eNtreme conditions descrihed abov€. This is
perhaps tho.crucial quus,tion that Mayhew Rever answered

in his discussion af. paliticol-econotny, yet the ail$wer to
s$ch a qlestion is to be found in his own survey. Unions
had been yery activs in the proteetion of Iiving standards

and working conditions, even when they had not achieved

Iegal recognition. One boot-rraker desctibed the strike of
1812 whleh rezuItcd in victory fm the union:

?he masters, at that time, after holdins out for thirteen weeks,
gave way, Srelding to all tbe demands of the rseo. "The scc6s

had no chsnce in thsse days," said my infor,rnant, "the wages

mcn had it all th€ir owrl way; they could do anything, and
there were no slop shops then. Some scabs wert to Mr. Hgty
'occasioning' (that is asking whether he 'had occasion for
another handtl but he said to them. 'I can do nothing; go to
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my mastgrs (the jotrrneymen) ir tlle Parr's llead, Swallow-

stre€t' (the eign of the pnblic-house used by' the rnen that

managed the strike)."33

The key to the success of uoions,at this time was provided

by another of Mayhew's informants:

I believe the reduetion of wages in our trade is due chiefly to

the supra:abundance of woikmen; that is the real cause of

our prices,having gone down, because when men are scarcer

or work is ptrentifuln they wrTI have good wages. Frorn the year

t798 otrr wagos began to increase partly beeause the number

of hands w*s decreased by war; and, partly because the foreign

orders were rnuch greater then than now.34

After tho Napoleonie wars labour flod€d baek onto the

rnarket, and with populatiop dolrbting in the ftrst half of
the nineteenth century, the supply of labour geatty begaa

to exced its d6mand. This of course is a highly complex

questiolr, mueh debated by eosiromists, soeiologists and

historians, the critical etrem€nt in the, debate being tho

balaErcs between suppty aad demand for labour, and its

relatiomhip with the distribution of real re$onrces wi&in
an early capitalixt e$snsfily, Another boot-maker put this

very simply when he told Mayhew:

Tht cause of the trade beiag so overstocked with hands is,

I believe, due in gr€at measure to the increase of population.

Every Fir of feet there is borrr, certainly wants a pair of
shoes; but unfortunately, as society i$ et present constituted,

they cannot g.st theEr' Tlhe poor, you see, sir increese at a
greater rate thax the rich.3s

Several of Mayhew's artisau informants showed a remark-

ably geod grasp of basie econoqnics, and one or two eYen

anticipated Marx and Keynes in their understanding of the

effects of under,consumption on the capitalist econorny.

One man believd in particulag that the new technology

would have disastrous effects on the economy:

Suppose, I say, that aII hurnau labour is done away by it, and

the working rnelr are turned into paupers and eriuinals, then

what I wafit to k*ow is who are to be the customers of the
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capltalists? The capitalists themselves, we should remember,

spend little or none (comparatively speaking) of the money

tkey get; for, of course, it is the object of every capitalist to

save all he can, qnd so iscr€ase the bulk of moaey out of
which he makes hls profits. The working me[, however, spend

eII they receive-it's true a srnall amount is put into the

savings bank, but that's a m*re drop in tie oceeu; and so the

working classes constitute thc great proportion of the cus-

toilrers of the country. The lower their wages are reduced

of course the less they have to spend, and when they are

entirely superseded by rrachinery, of eourse they'Il have noth-
ing at all to spend, and then, I ask again, who are to be the

capitalists' customers? 36

These dire predictions did Rot come to full mlizatiou
in the hundred:yea{s or so after tlroy wer€ n ade, aild
this was p&rtly because the industrial revolution had

brought about an impravement of ayemge living stan-

dards after the 1840!s, mainly through a fall in prices.

A number of informants told Mayhew how the fall
in prices sf bread, meat, fi:uit and vege&bles, clothing
and other goods, had inoproveX their lot from tha mid-

18"4,0:s snwards" and t&is.was d.ue to a number of facters -new technotrogy, railway€; rntrre efficient fierrning*ai6
undoubtedly this development was the great turning point

in ths history of capitalism. There were of cour$e many

other factors that prevented the pauperization of the work-
iag classes predicted by Marx 

- 
perhaps one of the most

important being the developmeut of speciatization and the
growth of the division of labour, which enabled the

labour fore through their unions to exploit the dependency

of employers on small numbers of key workers. At the time

that Mayhew wrote however, there was little evidence of
this development, and the unions were weak and the mass

of the population in a pauperized state.

What Mayhew failed to realize was the importance
of the rate of expansion of the population for the conditions '

under which the struggle bstween capital and labour was -

conducted. (I assume hae that population was expanding
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for other tkan eeouomic reasons, and was primarily a func-

tion of medical and other non-economic factors.3T) Through-

out his swv€y there is constant mention of a urassive surplus

of labou dematding work which rr&*$ not thete to be had;38

this enabled ernplayers to ruthlessly.,,Qr-ush strikes'aad union

activity, either b,y ernploying blaekleg labour; or by sending

work into non unionized sectors and areas of the couptry.

What Mayhew did realize was that this surplus of labsur

enabled employers to extract ever further surpluses through

the modes of exploitation discussed above - 
formulated by

Mayhew in the phrase, "Over:wotk rRakes under-pay, and

under'pay makes ovtsr'work."3e A sulplus of pop-ulation did

not operate in a vacuum, it was employed within a certain

social relationship of productiou, and this eould be crucial

for the development of tlre ecsnorny. In the caeo of Loudon

during the rniddls of the nilleteenth oeiltury, it was the

$owth of petty-capitalisrn that was crucial. This took many

guises * sub*ontracting, chamber-masters, sweeters, etc. -
but the critical development was the exploitation of labour

through a system of production which gave ftorkers a pet-

sonal btrt rninimal intsrest iu profitability.

A cabiuet*mckffr gave thc follouring explianation of

why so many meil became small capitalisk working on thsir

own account:

One of the inducernents . . . for men to take for making up

for themselyes is to get a living when thrown out of work

until they can hear of sornething better . Another of the

re€$ons for the men turning srnall masters is the little capital

that it requires for them to start thernselves . . . Many works

for thernselves, beeause nobody else won't employ them, their

wolk is so bad. MaR:y weavers ha* took to our business of
late . Another reason for nre-n turning Iittle mastcrs is

because employment's tnore certain like that way; a man can't

be turned off easily, you see, when he works for himself.

Again, some men prefer being small masters becatrse they are

more independeut IiLe; when they're working for themselves,

they can begin working when thty please, aad knock rrff when-
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ever they like. But the principal reason is becaue there ain't
enough work at the regular shops to employ them all.s

These small masters were drawn into a system of, ruthless

competition, and the money paid to them by the ware-

houses - the "slaughterers" 
- 

!ss5s1e bar,ely sufficient for
subsistence. Many of the chamber-masters were sweaters,

employing theii wives and children and any other source of
cheap labour, but none of them were real benefiEiaries ftom
the long and grinding hours of work 

- 
it was the owners of

the warehouses and their customers who really gained from
this systern of exploitation. The major reason why so many

small masters were prepared to tolerate these conditions

was because there was no alternatiye - a surplus of labour
through a rapidly-e*panding population had tfuown them

out of regular work and into pauperized independence,

which in turn helped destroy the power of the ffade unions
in the "honourable" sector of the trade.

Although Mayhew failsd to tink populatian growth

rvith the changes in the stfrrcture Ef the soeial relationships
of production which he so efteetively deseribed, he pro-

vided in his survey nearly all rhat we would want to know
to understand the development of contempor&ry capitalism.
However" his survey went well beyond the confines of this
major theme, and to the sociologist, his work provides a

range of fascinating detail on other sociological subjects.

One theme that constantly recurs is the growth of a culture
of respectability during the nineteenth century, a subject

which obviously fascinated Mayhew. There are frequent
mentions ir the survey of the decline in drunkenness and

brutality which characterized many Englisti workmen of
an earlier epoch; here is Mayhew's interview with a cabinet-
rnalcer on the subject of respectability:

"Within my recollection," said an intelligent cebfuet-ftaker,
"there was much drinking, among the cabinet-makers. This
was ftfteen years back. Now I am satisfied that at least seven-
eighthr of all who are in society are sober ard temperete men.
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Indeed, good rnasters wott't have tipplers r,row-a-d&y$" .

Ther great rnajority of th€ cabinet.malcem are mar.ried men,

and were describcd to me by the bcst informed partie$ as

generally dotnestie mea, Iiving, wheriever it was possible, near

their workshops, and going home to every meal. They are not

much of play-goeis, a Christmas pantornime or any holiday

spectacle being exceptions, especially where there is a family.

"I don't know a eard-player," said a noan who had-every

means of knor+ing, "amongsf us, I thint you'Il find more

cabinet-makers thari any other trade mernbers of mechanics'

institutes and literary institutions and attenders of leetures."

Some journeyrnen cabinet-makers have saved money, and I
found them all speak highly of the advantages they, as well as

their masters, derive frorn their trade society.4l

These resp-ectabls artisans were of cours# only a minority
rrf the' toial of lrorking pqopto; we saw earlier how the

members of the "honourable" west end trade lived very

different lives to tfuose of the east end. The respsctabtre

artisens u/ere family men, Iiving quiet private lives, markedly

in contrast with the iife of the "rough" working class, which

was violent, noisy and gregaf,ious. Meytsw had a deeply

ambivalent attitude towards respectability; on the one hand

he admired the "rational" sobrietry, cleanliness and cul-

tured life-styie of his intelligent artisans, yet on the other

was greatly attract€d to the sportaneity and colour of his

street folk, vagabond$, delinquents, labourers and other

unresrectable inhabitants cf London. The intelligence of
the respectable artisan enabled him to take an active interest

in union and potritical matters, whereas the unskilled work-

men tended to passively acquiese in the miseries of his lot:

The transition from the artisan to the labourer is curious in
many respects: fn passing from the skilled operative of thc
West End to the unskilled workman of the Eastern quarter of
London, the moral and intellectual chaage is so great that it
seems as if we were in a new land and among another race.

The artisans are sufficiently educated and thoughtful to have

a sense of their importance in the state . . . The unskilled
labourers are a different class of people. As yet they are as

unpolitical as footmen. lnstead of entertaining violently demo-
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cratic opinione, they appear ts have no political opiniorls
whatever*sr, if they do possess any, they $th€r lean

tswards the maiatenacce '"of thitrgs as they are," than
towards the ascendancy of the workirg peopb.az

Not only were t&E unskilled uf,political, but they tended to
be mcre addicted to violence, drunkenness and dishonesty

than the rest of the population, Maybew finding from
official statistical returns of crime that the labourers of
London wsre "iline times as dishonest, five times as

drunken, and nine times as savage, as the rest of the

community."43

What Mayhew rnost disliked about the unr,espect-

able however was the dirt and squalor in which they lived;
in discussing the importance of fish in the diet of the poor 

-the raitrway had ushered in an era of very cheap fish in
Londou 

- 
he wrote:

The rooms of the very neediest of our needy metrapolitan
population, alurays smell of fish; most frequently of herrings.
So much so, indeed, lhat to t&oge, like mysetrf. have been in the
habit of visiting their dwellings, the smell of herrings, even in
comforteble houires, sAvours fronr asmciation, so stroagly of
squalor arid: wretchedneCe as to be:ofteii most oppressive.{

This echoes the passage quoted eartier, rrhich coafrasted tho

west end tailor's comfortable apartuent with flswers ard
pictures, and "the sweater's wretched garet . . . rank with
the stench of fiIth and herrings.- Mayhew bslieved that the
poor of the east ead were "brutified with theii incessant
toil, wretched pay" miserable food, and filthy homes", and
in a number of places in his survey he uses strong moral
lang'uage to condemn what he considered to be tho vices of
the unre.spectable poor. Listeu to the following account
of the lives of pickpockets and note the mixture of moral
disapproval and insightful sociological and psychological
analysis 1

It is a singular fact that as a body the pickpockets aie
generally very sparing of drink. My informant never knew
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any one of these young pickpockets or 'igenoffs" to bc drunk,
or to seem in any way anxious for drink. They are mostly
libidinous, indeed universally so, and spend whatever money

they can $pars upon the Iow prostitution round absut the

neighbourhood Nor can their vicisus propeasities be

ascribed to ignorance, for we have seen that out of 55 indi-
viduals 40 could read and write, while four could read .

Neither can the depravity of their eerly associaiiorts be aamed

as the cause sf their d€linquencim for we have sEen that,
as a class, their fathers are rrren well to do in the world.
Indeed their errors seem to have rather a physical than either
an intellectual or moral cause. They seem to be naturally of
an erratic and self-willed temperament, objecting to the re-

straints of horne, and incapable of continuous applioatian to
ary one occupation whatsoever. They are essentiatrly the idle

and the vagabond; an$ they seern geremlly to attribute the

cofilrh€neefireut oftheir career te,harsh governrneu* at home.as

Much of this account could bE applied to Mayhew him-

self - his o*'n reaction against parertal authority, his

"erratic and self-willed temperament", and his restles$ness.

Although eurrerxt sociological fashion is against the kind of
physiological explanation of delinquerlcy given by Mayhew,
there is'probably as much svide$ee in its favour a$ with riv&l

more widely accepted theorie$.

The detrinquents \vere rebels" but rebels with energy,

intelligence, humour and a love of life. It is these'quelities
which inform sofire of.Mayhewns best-kr,rown work, the writ-
ing on street entertainers, eostsmtonger,s, kicksters and the

host of other colourfutr characters which fllt his pages.

Listen to the marvellous account of one of the many tricks
played on a gullible public:

I've done the shivering dodge tao-goile out in the cold
weather half naked, One man has praetised it so rnuch that he

can't get off shivering now. Shaking Jemrny went on with his
shivering so long that he couldn't help it at last- He ehivered
likc a jelly * like a calf's foot with the ague - on the hottest
day in surnntsl.ae

And somo of Mayhew's characters are so close in language to
Dickens, that the reader finds himself unconsciously carried
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from one to the other. One of the Funch and Judy men told
hdayhew:

One of my pardaers was buried by the workhouse; and even

old Pikq the rtrost noted showman as ev€r wae, died ih the
workhouse, Fi*e aud Porsini - Porsini was the fist original
street Funch, and Pike was his apprentice - their names is
handed down to prosperity among the noblemeu and fodtmen
of the land. They both died in the workhouse, and, in course,
I shall do the same. Soonething else might tuftr up, to be sure.
'We can't say x"hai this luck of the world is. I'm obliged to
strive wery hard * wery hald indeed, sir - now, to get a

living, and then not get it aft€r all at times - compelled to go

short often,a7

The comic quality o.f the language eonceals of course the

real suffering of tlre stfeet performcrs 
- 

Mayherr met a

skeet ctrown on tbe verge of starvatioll, minutes afterwards
transfonned into an apparently happy and laughing per-

forrnsf8 * but their human quality shfures through their
sufferings, and there is almost somcthiilg moving in the
queintuess of &eir languega

Mayhow was acutely awere of horv sociolog,ieal

factors influenced tLe adoption of respectability er its op
pcsite; he gave a grs&t deal of spacs for oxarnple to the

effocts of the system of paying wages in public-houses to
mec workiag in thc mal"unloading tr:ade: For many yffirs
it had tred to widespreed dlunlcenness and brutality 

- 
many

men beating &sir wives because of disputes over the spend-

ing of money on drink*and Mayhew summarized the
effects of the system in the following pa$sege:

The children of the coalwhippers were almost reared in the
taprootn, and a person who had gfeet experieuce in the trade
tells rne he knerai' es mgny as 500 youtlrs who were transported,
and as many more who met with Bh untilnely deeth. At one
house there were forty young robust metr employed about
seventeen years &go, and of these are only two living at pfesent.
My inforrnant tells me that he has frequently seen as fiIany aS

l0O men at one time fighting pell-rnell at King James's stairs,
and the publican standing by to see fair play.re
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Sirnilar$ amongst dockers the irregutarity of work and

income led to "imegularity of habits" - drunkenness, vio'

lence and the squanderiug of rnoney.so In the last resort,

kfayhew"s sympathy for the poor was so $eat that it over-

rode his own middle class prejudices. trn a nurnbet of places

he observed that rtorality was very different whon viewed

ftorn the perspeetive of middle class comfort as against the

realities sf life amongst the poor:

It is easy enough to be moral after a good dinner beside a

snug s€a-coal fire, and with our hearts well warrned with fine

old po*. It is easy enough for those that can enioy these

things daily to pay their poor*r&tes, re*t thEir pew, and 'olove

rhqir neighbours as themselves"; but,place the setrf-saae highly

respectable people on a raft urithout sup or bite on'tAe high

sea, ozd they wguld rott rdp wfo shaul{ eat their lellows . - .

Morality on €5000 a year in Belgrave'sqtrare, is a ver5, different

thing to mcrality on slop-wages in Bethna{-green.51

In his speech to the tailors at a special public meeting oil

the 28th October, 1850, explairring his re&so*s for with-

drawing from The luXoming Chranicla,'he passionately

denounced the inequities of contemporery capitalist society,

and perhaps came ilearest ts a socialist ethic and philosophy.

He strbsequently went on to write Londan Laboar and the

London Poor, some of which included'part of bis ldorning

Chronicle rnaterial. After'this work, hq fell into oblivion

and obscurity. The poor seemed to bring out the ver.y best

of Mayhew; without them, his work sunk back into the

rather pedeetrian satirical plays and novels written for a
middle class reading public (The Morning Clrronicle survey

was read by a wide range of social classes9.

The very bst of Mayhew was the material he col-

Iected on the lives of the poor, "ff,ofii the lips of the people

themselves". The range and depth of these autobiographies

is so brilliant, that rto amouot of coramentary can even

come near to their quality and importance. Mayhew opened

up a new history of the Engtrish poople in this part of his

work, as his inforrnants had corne from all parts of the
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counttlr and spantred the courptrete age range. Ths reader

has to read the survey itself to appreciate this part of his

work. Dances and music at the harvest celebrati,ons, vagc.

bond life irr the countryside and its pleesures and herdships,

the probleurs of a eountry linendraper, the harshness of
convict life in Australia 

- the floggings and killings 
- 

the
brutal conditions on board ship for emigrants (but not con-

victs 
- these were protected by their military e$cort), the

meekness ard deference of some of the poor, suffering the

worst of all poverties, the colour prejudice experienced by

an Indian street ontsrtain€r - this and a host of other sub.
jects are covered in what we would now consider &e begin-

nings ofor&l history. IWayhew died fu! July 1887, forgotten
and unknoqrn; he is now recognized as one of the great

pioneers of sociological study, btrt above all, hs was & rnail
of deep sydnpathy and compassion for tle suffering of the
poor.

Peter Razzell
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