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In this essay | look at the transformation of the poorer East End of London
over the last 115 years in order to reyect on current policies and practices of
city making. | attempt to track aspects of the poorly-understood relationship
between physical and social regeneration. Having slowly dismembered the
supports of community life, policy makers and practitioners are left to look for
new supports in vastly changed circumstances.

Public housing 1890 & 1980: from (cottagesi to apartments, from frookeriesi to
estates

The East of London has long been the poorest and most ethnically mixed
part of the city. Downwind and downriver from the rest of the metropolis

and its pollution, the presence of the docks made a place both of labour and
immigration. Its status within nineteenth century London is demonstrated

in Charles Boothis poverty map of 1889, a typically monumental document of
the philanthropic campaigns of the time. Dividing the population into seven
income classes, from *‘Upper-middle and Upper classes: Wealthy' to iLowest
class. Vicious, semi-criminali, it shows with great clarity the disparities

in income between the cityls west and east ends. Where the wealthy are
spread across the west end, the East End - the three miles between the City
and the River Lea - is mapped in the colours of the honest working classes,
crossed by ribbons of shopkeeper red, and interspersed with patches of black
d alleys, courts and street networks damned under the name of trookeriesi?.
In his essay 'Rookeries and Model Dwellings'2, Robin Evans explains the
conyation of income, housing and morality implicit in Booth's classipcation.
He interprets the rendering in black of the lowest class dwellings as an
expression of the Victorian fear of the 'contagion of immorality'. Just as
earlier maps had plotted everything from disease to the 'modern plague’ of
alcoholism, the colouring of Booth's map suggests that the immorality and
criminality of the rookeries would be liable to spread if not destroyed. Evans
goes on to suggest that itwentieth-century housing is in some measure the
relic of an entirely successful campaign to liquidate the rookery den, and that
what we now refer to as decent homes have their origins in the indecencies to
be found therej.




For what shocked the Victorian social reformers as much, if not more than
poor sanitation or overcrowding was the blurring of public and private, and
the mixing of sexes and generations in the subdivided grand houses and
cottages of the ‘rookeries’. On this basis, when the Metropolitan Board of
Works set about demolishing the 'black’ areas of Booth's map, facilitating the
construction of new housing there by philanthropic groups, communal areas
were kept minimal and open to public surveillance, dwellings were designed
for nuclear families (parents and children only), with clear differentiation

of room functions. Generous living rooms combined with the closure of
public houses were intended to enforce middle class habits of private living.
Indeed, because of its clearly normative character, 'model housing' remained
unpopular for a long time, and even sometimes unlet, leaving social reformers
puzzled that ithe habits and tastes and desires of the people are to a large
extent hostile to improvements®.

The environmental determinism of the housing reformers is clear, as is the
ultimate success of at least part of their agenda: the defeat of the disorderly
sociability of lodging houses and multiple-occupancy dwellings. However,
JerryWhitefs study of Rothschild Buildings*, a Spitalpelds tenement

block built for the Jewish immigrant poor, provides a necessary corrective,
showing that in certain circumstances 0 shared religion, diverse origins and
incomes, and a well-depned common space 0 an intense communality could
and did exist in the imodel dwellingsi. Over a ninety year period, between
approximately 1890 and 1980, it was the public sector, in the form of the
London County Council and subsequently Greater London Council, which
drove this change. Initially they replaced Booth's 'black’ areas with sturdy
apartment blocks, and then in the wake of extensive bomb damage inWW]I
seized the opportunity to carry out the reduction and dispersal of population
envisaged in Abercrombie’s 1943 County of London Plan. At this stage, many
of the workers' cottages (small terrace houses) still survived, but such was
the grip of the ideology of redevelopment in place of refurbishment that they
were progressively replaced by apartment buildings.

The workersi cottages, built in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, were
tightly packed, one room wide and two or three rooms deep, with a small

yard at the back. In parts of East London the rear wall of the kitchen was as
little as pve metres from the back of the property behind. Despite minimal
sanitary provision (an outside WC and no bathroom), they remained popular
with residents. The cottages depned hard-edged, intimate streets, generally
referred to as turningsi (the street to the rear was called the iback-doublef).
iThe residents of the turning, who usually make up a sort of dvillaged of 100

to 200 people, have their own places to meet, where few outsiders come

0 practically every turning has its one or two pubs, its two or three shops, and
its tbookieds runneri®.

Young and Willmott carried out their study of Bethnal Green, tFamily and
Kinship in East Londoni in 1957 when the area had already undergone
signipcant transformation, though the structures of everyday life still
endured. They describe in particular the matriarchal structure of the domestic
sphere, with daughters and mothers living close to each other and highly
interdependent, maintaining the ties of the extended family across the
distance of adjacent streets or blocks. A felicitous quotation emphasises one
of the underlying points of their study: 6In at least 40 per cent of cases they
[residents] must be regarded as part of a family group, the ramipcations of
which bear little or no relation to architectural limitationsé&i®. This is the East
End of enduring myth, of intensely intertwined family and community, whose
stability coloured the depnition of public and private space.

In place of these streets, the new tenements 0 generally referred to as
fbarracksi - offered an alternation of grassed and hard courts with little
depnition of front or back, street or interior, and an even perimeter of four of
pve storeys. While earlier tenements had followed existing street patterns,
from the 1920s onwards increasingly ingenious, torturous, and fragmented
layouts were deployed, generally using open decks to access apartments. A
typical example from the 1930s can be found atTenter Street in Spitalpelds,
where an outer and an inner U-plan block depne a service courtyard between,






