
 

 

VICTORIAN STREET LIFE 

by DELIA TAYLOR 

 

Delia gave us a thrilling insight into the street life of a world that has – in its bleakest form – long-since 

vanished.  The accompanying stills, film and sound tracks transported us right into the heart of that world that 

was utterly different, even though it was less than 180 years ago.  

Our speaker was drawn into this research when she discovered that some of her Victorian ancestors from the 

East End had been buried in graves marked ‘Buried by Charity’, because they didn’t have the money to inter 

their loved ones.   Thus she was drawn to investigate what life was like then.  Roger Whittaker’s song helped 

set the scene: ‘Have you seen the old girl, who walks the streets of London, dirt in her hair and her clothes in 

rags …?’  Delia was fascinated by a book written by Henry Mayhew: “London Labour and the London Poor.”  

Mayhew had offered local people hospitality and a meal in exchange for their life story.  We were enlightened 

further by contemporaries such as Charles Dickens, whose stories were designed to highlight social injustices 

and prick many consciences.  Whittaker’s song finishes with the words “…a world that doesn’t care.”    But 

there were heroes of the time who did care, like William Booth, creator of the Salvation Army; John 

Thompson, the first photographer, who highlighted the plight of the street dwellers in his book entitled “The 

People of the Abyss”;  Joseph Bazalgette, designer of the new sewage system, and Henry Croft, the street 

sweeper who created the Pearly Kings and Queens - so called because they would never let you down.  

I was struck by what I’d thought were modern expressions, like ‘slumming it’ - inquisitive upper-class people 

who’d enjoy strolling around the slums at the weekend and gawp at the hungry inhabitants - or the ‘passing 

trade,’ referring to the plethora of street crafts that arose in response to needs, like the umbrella repair man, or 

the street doctor, whose treatment could guarantee your demise. 

There were poignant stories too, like that of Hannah and her sons: having spent time with their mother in the 

workhouse, the boys emigrated, one becoming the richest man in America - Charlie Chaplin - who was then 

able to lavish support on his ailing mother. 

Street catering was jaw-dropping in its awfulness, and I marvel that people survived at all!  Don’t read further 

if you’re about to eat …  Delia mentioned some examples, like pickled fish (still with guts in), sheep’s trotters 

(still with muck embedded), plum duff (with mouse droppings in lieu of raisins), and meat that had had ‘an 

exciting day’ before purchase, having been handled by several people and accidentally dropped a few times.  

But perhaps to cap it all was the ‘penny lick’, a glass cup filled with ice cream that you would lick ‘clean’, 

ready for the next person! 

Delia covered so much in her utterly engrossing story, and she was enthusiastically applauded and thanked at 

the finish. 
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