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The Development of Central Charlton 

Good evening everyone, thank you very much for asking me here this evening.  

It’s a great pleasure to be with you all.   

What I’ve been asked to do tonight is talk about the place where you live, the 

roads that you’re familiar with, the ones your Association covers.  But you have 

to look at your development, your part of Charlton, as part of the development 

of the much bigger area of Charlton as a whole.  If you look at the maps that 

we’ve put up here, or that you’ve put up here, you can see that in 1861 there’s 

not an awful lot going in your neck of the woods.  The houses are few and far 

between, it’s an area of market gardening and so on.  So it’s not a populated 

area.  But, at the time this map was being drawn, in the 1860s, Charlton was 

undergoing an incredibly radical change on the north side of the railway line.  

In the 1860s and the 1870s, industries were coming to Charlton, big industries.  

Troughton & Simms is the obvious one on the other side of the tracks from 

where we are now, but there were others that were much bigger – Siemens, 

the communications industry, barge building, ship breaking, rope making.  

Later on there was glass bottle making, factories that turned out 1¾ billion 

glass bottles every year – that’s a heck of a lot of milk bottles if you think about 

it.  So these are really big industries.  By 1880 Siemens alone employed about 

2½ thousand people.  If you add in all the other industries, you’re looking at a 

working population that’s approaching 8,000.  Now that’s 8,000 men, ladies.  

Don’t be offended by that.    We were there, we were just as capable as them, 

but it is a sad fact of life that we’re not as strong as they are and at a time 

when industry depended on manpower, rather than any other kind of power - 

electric, gas, steam or whatever - women didn’t work in industry.  But all of 

those men would have had a woman somewhere in the background - a 

mother, a wife, a daughter.  All those men would have had a family of some 

kind and all those families needed somewhere to live.  By 1875, the biggest 

industries along the riverside are more or less established.  The workforce is 

growing and Charlton is running out of places to house these people, and 

that’s where you and your houses come in. 

Those houses were built by developers who recognised that there was a good 

market for housing here in Charlton.  They knew that they had a ready-made 

market for their houses and as any estate agent worth his salt will tell you that 



is like a dream come true for a property developer.  And so they started buying 

up land as it became vacant.  Market gardeners are awfully easy to buy land 

from, because they could simply move out of the way and start another 

market garden.  If you buy a market garden you’ve got land that people will 

build houses on, houses that people will want, and people did want the houses 

that were built here, and you could charge a good price for them because 

employment was very stable because of those big industries along the river 

there.  So you had a market, you had a good stable economy and you had an 

expanding economy.  So your homes were built really in a boom for Charlton.   

It was part of the development at that time. 

I’ve had a quick look at maps and various other things today and I think most of 

your houses were built between about 1880 and about 1895, so they were 

coming in towards the end of the 19th century and, reading Booth’s survey for 

the Charlton area, I came to the conclusion that most of them were built not 

for one but for two families.  If you’re not familiar with Booth’s survey, it was a 

survey undertaken by Charles Booth who employed a team of researchers to 

walk the streets, in the company of a policeman, so that they wouldn’t be 

attacked or accused of prying or anything else, and they walked along and they 

looked at everybody’s house and they assessed it and they gave it a colour in a 

spectrum from yellow to black.  Yellow meant very, very rich indeed and black 

meant hovel, basically, and they put all the other colours in between.   Your 

roads are all pink or pink barred, so you’re right bang in the middle.  There are 

one or two that are described as purple, which are not quite as good as pink, 

but not so far off it.  So I think that in Inverine Road, one or two of those are 

purple so they’re not quite as hot as the ones in Delafield, Swallowfield and so 

on and so forth.   

So you can imagine this gentleman completely new to Charlton, never been 

here before, with the policeman by his side for protection, simply walking 

round your streets, and he would ask the policeman for information as he 

went - how much are the rents for these homes, how many families live in 

them, do they keep servants, what kind of jobs do they do, etc, etc - and the 

police in those days knew everything about the people on their patch, so the 

policeman was able to give him what we can only assume is fairly accurate 

information. 



So based on that I can tell you that an average house in Delafield cost around 

14s6d per week to rent.  Now that is expensive.  In the scheme of things it may 

sound like a teeny weeny sum of money today but that was really quite 

expensive.  To put it in context for you, you could rent a house on Plumstead 

Common for 8s6d at the same time, so your houses are worth almost double 

the ones on Plumstead Common, not because they’re bigger, dare I say it not 

because they’re better, but because they’re sitting right on top of the railway 

line.  That was what made them so desirable.  So if you didn’t work in the 

industries on the riverside, you might want to work up in town, and looking at 

the census returns to see what people do, there were quite a few commuters 

living in this area, so they get on a train in the morning going up to London and 

reversing the process again in the evening. 

You could rent a house by the year, if you had enough money to do it, and in 

Swallowfield, according to the policeman, houses were either £36 a year or 

£37 a year.  Now again it sounds ridiculously cheap, but in fact if you look at it 

in terms of people’s salaries it’s very expensive indeed.  A clerk with a lot of 

experience working in a bank in London might have been lucky to earn £100 a 

year, £120 a year.  So if you take £36 or £37 out of that total salary, you can 

see it’s a big block of money to pay for a house. 

One of the questions that the researcher asked the policeman was what do 

these people do for a living, and the answer is an awful lot of things, but there 

are no labourers in this area, there’s nobody working with his body, with his 

muscles.  These are what you might call lower to middle management people 

so if they are employed in the industries it’s either as a skilled artisan, an 

instrument maker, something like that.  There are quite a lot of people 

employed in the insurance business so they could be clerks - people who could 

read and write and make a living that way.  They’re all this kind of middle class, 

lower middle class sort of people.  The women do not work unless they are – 

poor souls - the unmarried daughters of a certain age, and then they do go out 

to work.  But again they’re in what you might call ‘nice’ jobs.  So there are 

milliners, there are dressmakers and surprisingly there are an extraordinary 

number of teachers living in the houses here, very often not as heads of 

household but as boarders or lodgers.  There was a big distinction between 

having a boarder and having a lodger.  A boarder is a kind of upper class lodger  
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and a lodger is just an ordinary lodger.  An awful lot of the lodgers were 

apprentices in presumably Troughton & Simms or the other industries around.  

The   boarders seemed to be teachers, seemed to be clerks, seemed to be 

insurance agents, that kind of thing, commercial travellers, people who 

perhaps who had a home of their own somewhere but can’t always get to in 

the course of the working week so they stayed here where they had a station 

and all the rest of the facilities on hand. 

The other thing that I found out this afternoon, not by looking at the 

policeman’s answers but by looking at the census returns, is that nobody who 

is described as a head of household in any of your roads was born locally.  They 

all come from outside, and some of them come from quite a long way away.  

These are people who’ve travelled to Charlton in order to take advantage of 

the boom in employment in this area.  They come from Scotland.  There are an 

amazing number of people called Rafferty and Gordon and Robertson and so 

on, and these, as you may well know, are people who are coming from the 

lowlands of Scotland rather than the highlands, they’re coming from the 

Edinburgh area, from Perth and that kind of place and they’re coming down to 

Charlton because they’ve heard, one way or another, that the job 

opportunities are here.  The housing is here, so they’ve come to take 

advantage of these things.  There are people who’ve come from Cornwall, 

from Wales, but there are very, very few people who’ve come from Ireland.  

Now if you cross the Woolwich Road and look at the same census returns for 

the same year, but instead of looking in your part of the world, you look in East 

St, North St, Cross St, York St, all those places that used to be on the other side 

of the Woolwich Road, there you find a huge Irish population because the skills 

that they have to offer were not artisan type skills.  They are navvies, they’re 

porters, they’re stokers, they’re labourers so these are people who have 

nothing much more than the strength of their body to offer the employer.  So 

they’re less well paid, so they’re living in those houses instead.  And then I 

went back to Booth and looked to see what he had to say about the houses in 

East St, North St, Cross St and so on and so forth.  They were awful.  They were 

built without foundations so they’re resting on marsh.  The water seeps up 

through the floor.  Some of them are condemned as unfit but there are still 

people living in them.  And the price is 3s6d a week.  So you can feel rather 



smug because you’re sitting in your very well off houses that clearly were 

much sought after and could command these very impressive rents indeed. 

What happened to this area was, it very quickly filled up.  You can see that the 

houses are actually being occupied on one side of the street before the other 

side of the street has been built.  So it’s a bit like when you go to Greenwich 

marsh or Greenwich peninsula and you can see the blocks of flats are being 

built one after the other and occupied as soon as they are built.  The same 

thing, I think, happened with your houses.  Because of this increasing demand 

for labour the houses were taken as soon as they were built.  I looked in the 

Kentish Independent to see if I could find anybody advertising these houses, 

because that gives you a clue about why people want them, where they’re 

going up, which bits are desirable and which bits are not so desirable.  Not a 

mention.  Nobody is putting a notice in the Kentish Independent saying we’ve 

got accommodation available for such and such sum of money in this part of 

Charlton, which means that they didn’t have to advertise. Presumably word of 

mouth was sufficient.  If you’ve got an enormous labour force, people tending 

to work at the same places - Troughton & Simms, Siemens, rope making or 

whatever - if people want accommodation they’ll ask their workmates, that’s 

the natural thing to do.  And if you lived in Swallowfield and you could see the 

other side of the road was being built up, you could say well yes there are 

houses going up in my road, why don’t you try and get one of those?  So I think 

they were so popular that they didn’t actually have to advertise them.  They 

were taken before that kind of need kicked in. 

It’s interesting also, again looking at Booth, that he describes them in different 

ways.  He says that all the houses are for two families, but then he comments 

on the architectural styles.  He says that the houses in Swallowfield [I’m sorry 

about the people who don’t live in Swallowfield, don’t take offence but this 

was Booth’s opinion, not mine] looked better than the others because they 

had rustic porches, and he generally feels that the builder has put a bit more 

effort into the Swallowfield houses than he has in the other ones.  So they’re 

being judged on their external appearances.   

Today, most of us don’t share our homes with anyone except our immediate 

families.  In those days, in the 1880s, 1890s right up beyond the First World 

War, it was very common for two families to share a house.  There are lots of 



reasons for this, reasons of economy, reasons of convenience, but really the 

reason is the lack of public transport.  In the good old days, you had to live 

close to where you worked in order to get there on time.  You couldn’t hang 

about in Charlton Lane hoping that a 422 would come along and take you 

wherever you wanted to go.  You had to walk to work.  Now, when I tell 

children this today, when I have a class of 8 year olds in front of me and I say 

you walked to the shops, you walked to work, you walked to school, they look 

at me and they clearly think I need help. This is just not possible, this idea that 

people would walk everywhere.  But you and I, being older and more sensible, 

know that that was exactly the case, that we did have to walk.  So houses that 

you could take, that would get you to your work quickly and effectively were 

very, very high on your list of priorities, and the fact that you shared a kitchen 

and a toilet with another family was not unusual.  It was normal, it was what 

most people did.  And you could feel pretty smug about that.  You could say I 

only share a house with one other family.  In Woolwich, they had to share 

them with four or five families because the housing famine in Woolwich was 

extraordinary.  There simply were no houses because the army, the Arsenal 

and all these other big institutions had simply taken over Woolwich and 

pushed ordinary people out.  So here in Charlton to have a house with just two 

families in it was actually very attractive.  You wouldn’t turn it down because 

you had to share with two families.  And generally speaking, the staircase will 

go up one side, and all the living accommodation is on the other side so if you 

have two front doors together like that, the staircases will go up behind the 

front doors and that meant a degree of privacy for the people on the ground 

floor and for those on the first floor and then you can share, as I said, the other 

domestic facilities.  You could also share the rent.  So instead of paying 14s6d a 

week you would pay 7s3d, so that would be good.  You would share the rates, 

so you wouldn’t pay as many rates as you would do if you were in there on 

your own, and so on and so forth, so it wasn’t a bad thing, there was no social 

slur on sharing a house with another family.   

Now we have of course moved on in time and walking here tonight I was so 

impressed about how much is left that’s absolutely original.  People have put 

in double glazing, yes, but on the whole they haven’t got rid of the decoration 

around the doors.  Some of the street frontages of your houses are absolutely 

remarkable and it’s astonishing that so much of it has been retained.  Very 



often, particularly in the 50s and 60s, people went in for pebble-dashing and 

getting rid of these bits and pieces that make the houses so attractive, but that 

doesn’t seem to have happened here.  

There are some holes where bombs were dropped.  That was another thing I 

looked at this afternoon just to see how much bomb damage there was here, 

and looking at the bomb damage maps there are big black holes, as there are 

everywhere else, and I think that is the result of you being so close to the 

industrialised riverside.  The planes are actually aiming for the industries, for 

the tram depot, all that kind of thing that’s on the north side of the Woolwich 

Road but of course their aim was not terribly accurate, and so they have done 

some damage on your little patch as well.  But overall when you look at what 

happened elsewhere, there isn’t that much bomb damage in this area.  It’s 

quite surprising how much has survived. 

The other thing that’s remarkable is that since the Second World War, nothing 

much has changed.  You look at the maps and once you’ve got over the shock 

of seeing this empty one and then look at 1896 and things are starting to fill 

up, you get to 1916 and it’s pretty much all complete.  After that, apart from 

the bombing, nothing happens, the area is then full up, so you don’t have 

tower blocks being built on vacant pieces of ground.  There’s not much in the 

way of space left for people to put up what we now think  to be unsuitable 

housing.  There’s no Ferrier Estates or Thamesmeads or multi-storey blocks 

going up to overshadow the area.  So by its very completeness, and being 

situated between Charlton Church Lane on one side and Victoria Way on the 

other side, it’s as if it’s created a little oasis where things stayed pretty much 

the same and that’s fantastic to find in London.  It’s really, really unusual 

because often, where there is a piece of vacant land, people will use it in a way 

that detracts from the original plan, that detracts from the way that the area 

was built up in the first place.  So I think you ought to be congratulated, first of 

all because you’re jolly lucky to live here, and secondly because your part of 

the world has remained true to its origins.  The houses still have their own 

identity, their own integrity and it is a very, very special part of Charlton. 

Thank you all very much indeed. 
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