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Introduction

The east end of London is defined by the boundaries of the London Borough of Tower Hamlets. The Ragged School Museum focuses on the history of the last 200 years of this area of London.

Tower Hamlets. The name Tower Hamlets was used in the sixteenth century to refer to the hamlets (small settlements) east of The Tower of London, whose men defended the Tower in times of crisis. It covered a larger area than today’s London Borough of Tower Hamlets, which replaced the Metropolitan Boroughs of Bethnal Green, Poplar and Stepney in 1965.

Areas of Tower Hamlets today are described by:

· Whitechapel and Spitalfields

· Stepney and Mile End

· Bethnal Green

· Bow and Bromley-by-Bow

· Wapping and Limehouse (which includes Isle of Dogs)

The Tower of London. The Tower of London dates back to the reign of William I (1066-1087). It was built as a royal base in London but has also been a fortress, a prison and a place of execution, an arsenal, a jewel house, a zoo and the Royal Mint. Today it is one of the country’s main tourist attractions.

Tower Beach. In 1934, King George V decreed that a beach should be created next to the Tower for the children of Stepney and London. It was used until 1971. ‘My first memories of the seaside was the Tower of London. Mum would take packed lunch for us all and we’d have a big bucket and spade and dig up the sand’. Martha Snooks.
Whitechapel and Spitalfields

Whitechapel was named after the Chapel of St. Mary Matfelon, a white building which stood on what is now Whitechapel Road. 

Spitalfields got its name from the area around St. Mary Spital, a religious house founded by Walter and Rosina Brune in 1197. It became a hospital ('spittle') in 1235. 

The Whitechapel and Spitalfields area is well known for its places of worship, eateries and textile industries. 

From seventeenth century weaving in Fournier Street to twentieth century textile workshops in Commercial Road, Spitalfields has made a name for itself as the centre of London's textile industries. 

The story of the East London clothing industry has three main chapters. It began with the arrival of the French Huguenots Protestants who had great skills in silk-weaving. They made Spitalfields silk a world-famous product in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Jewish tailors dominated the industry, as many Jewish people came from Eastern Europe to look for work in their new home. 

Today, as the East End has become a home for people from South Asia, the clothing industry has come to be run by South Asian entrepreneurs, and leather garments have become one of its main products. 

East End people's diets and eating habits have changed considerably over the years. Two hundred years ago, people would rarely have eaten outside their homes. Many people were poor and could not even afford proper meals for their families. 

The situation today is very different. The area is now teeming with restaurants and cafes. Many of these provide good food at a reasonable price. Eating out has become a social occasion. 

The changing types of restaurants in Whitechapel and Spitalfields reflect the communities that have come and gone from the area. Jewish eateries, such as Bloom's restaurant, were common in the early to mid twentieth century. Today, Brick Lane is a centre of Asian cuisine. 

Stepney and Mile End: 

Stepney appeared in the Domesday Book in the eleventh century as 'Stibenhede', and by 1300 was called 'Stybenhithe'. 

The name probably means 'hithe' (landing place) of Stybba, a Saxon leader. Mile End marked the point one mile east of the City of London from Aldgate. 

Two Stepney notables and contemporaries of Barnardo were:

William Booth (1829-1912) was a committed Christian who began holding public services in a tent on Mile End Waste (now Mile End Road) in 1865. After moving into New Street, Whitechapel, his organisation – the East London Christian Mission – provided cheap food for anyone who needed it. Soon it expanded to include accommodation, a Labour Exchange and a missing person’s bureau. In 1878 he changed its name to The Salvation Army, which still continues the work Booth started.

Miriam Moses (1886-1965) was born in Stepney. She constantly worked to improve the lives of young people in the East End and helped to form the Brady Girls’ Club in 1925. In 1931 she became the first woman Mayor of Stepney and the first Jewish woman Mayor in Britain.

Bethnal Green

In 1341, the name of this area appeared in a document as 'Blithenhale', which probably meant 'Blida's Corner'. Blida was a Saxon name. 

By 1550, the name had altered to 'Blethenhale Grene' and had become Bethnal Green by the seventeenth century. The 'Green' at the heart of this settlement is now Bethnal Green Gardens.

Bethnal Green is well known for many things including the tube station disaster of the Second World War, different housing schemes and the popular working class sport of boxing.

Boxing has been associated with East London since the late eighteenth century. Many boys first learnt to fight on the streets against their peers. They then joined amateur training clubs that held fights for the public. A small number of boys were skilled enough to go professional.

Professional boxing helped to supplement the boxer's income from his day job. The first famous East London boxer was Daniel Mendoza who became English champion when he was still in his mid-twenties. Others included Jack 'Kid' Berg and Charlie Magri.

Today, Bethnal Green still hosts important boxing matches at York Hall.

During the Second World War, the East End suffered enormously due to German bombing. East London was a key target for bombs because of its industry and extensive docklands. Many people used underground stations as shelters to escape the raids.

When air raid sirens sounded on 3 March 1943, 1,500 people made their way to the shelter at Bethnal Green tube station. However, as they entered, defence rockets that sounded like bombs started firing in nearby Victoria Park and caused panic.

A woman carrying a baby tripped on the stairs and some people fell on top of her. Other people trying to get into the shelter continued pushing from outside. Within a minute and a half, over 170 people had died of suffocation. The incident was the worst civilian disaster of the war.

Bow and Bromley-by-Bow

The area of Bow got its name from the bow shaped bridge which was built here in the twelfth century after Queen Mathilda – King Henry I’s wife – almost drowned trying to cross the River Lea.

Bromley was named after the bramble bushes which grew in the area. In the eleventh century its name was ‘Braembelege’, meaning a pasture overgrown with brambles.

Clara Grant, the bundle woman of Bow, set up the Fern Street Settlement in 1907 to help poor families. Every Saturday she handed out small packages of toys to any child small enough to walk under her wooden arch made for the purpose.

Sylvia Pankhurst (1882-1960) lived in Bow for over 12 years. She set up the East London Federation of Suffragettes in 1913. The suffragettes fought tirelessly to give every woman a vote. All woman over the age of 21 were finally given the right to vote in 1928.

Victoria Park, one of London’s largest green spaces opened in 1843. Over 30,000 people signed a petition in 1840 asking Queen Victoria for a green space in the East End to ease the effects of overcrowded housing and poverty. These were the cause of the highest mortality rates in London at the time.

Victoria Park has always been popular for is sports facilities – football, cricket, bowls, tennis, archery, athletics and boxing. People swam in the bathing lakes until the open-air Lido was built in 1936, which was used until 1989.

‘We used to wear certain clothes for swimming in. We would wear our swim suit then we would have to wear a white shirt – had to be a white shirt – long sleeved and tied up at the front in a certain way, and cut down jeans’. Ann Clarke, remembering swimming at Victoria Park in the 1960s.

Festivals, concerts and other events including the Gay Pride festival have also been presented in Victoria Park.

Wapping and Limehouse (including the Isle of Dogs)

There are many theories about how Wapping got its name. Some say it comes from the Old English word ‘wapol’, which means ‘marsh’. Others think it is named after a Saxon chieftain called Waeppa and means ‘Waeppa’s people’.

Limehouse was named after the limekilns of ‘oasts’ which burned chalk from Kent to make builder’s lime. By the fourteenth century it was called ‘le Lymhostes’. By 1553 it was called ‘Lymehurst’.

The Thames River Police were founded in 1798 to protect valuable cargo on board the West India Company’s ships. Because of its success in reducing crime, it was put in charge of the whole River Thames in 1800. The head quarters are still on Wapping High Street.

The area from Wapping to Limehouse has been the first home for many people from Europe, Africa and Asia because it is near the Docks.

The Isle of Dogs has changed incredibly over the last 200 years. It was open countryside until 1800. When the Docks were built – beginning with the West India Docks in 1802 – thousands of new workers were needed.

Houses for the new population and related industries sprung up alongside the Docks – shipbuilders, repairers, chain and cable manufacturers and other manufacturing industries.

Between 1960 and 1980, thousands of people became redundant as the Docks and related industries closed. The Government set up the London Docklands Development Corporation in 1981 and within five years, the old docks and industrial sites changed almost beyond recognition – so did the workforce. Today’s employers – in new buildings in Canary Wharf – include financial companies and newspapers.

