
Extracts from: Men and Things in a District of London, by Italo Svevo 

Church Lane is a spick and span street on a slope, flanked by dark-coloured little English 

houses.  The houses are all shops: dairies, butchers, tobacconists, newsagents and drapers 

as well.  Generally speaking, you can find everything there.  The shop takes up three 

quarters of the house.  When you go into one of those houses you are amazed to find they 

have a kitchen, two bedrooms, a reception room and the inevitable upright piano in a space 

where we would put an umbrella stand.  But the poor housewives are mountaineers; they 

have their kitchen and one room in a basement, a smack room on the ground floor, two on 

the first floor and one on the second.  Church Lane becomes commoner as you go down the 

slope.  The houses have a small back garden; in front there is the shop.  As you go up Church 

Lane, on the other hand, the houses begin to look more refined; each has a small front 

garden as well.  The houses are lived in by City clerks, whom you can see hurrying to the 

little station every morning, from which they arrive forty minutes later at Cannon Street.  

And if you walk further in that direction for another couple of kilometres you reach a very 

fashionable suburb, Blackheath, populated by families so well off that they are opposing as 

strongly as they can the introduction of trams or buses, machines that make too much noise 

and to which in that fortunate locality people prefer their automobiles or their genteel 

carriages.  But I think that in time Blackheath too will yield to the industrial tide coming up 

the Thames and lose its genteel quiet.  That happened to Charlton, my capital, where the 

nearness of the enormous Woolwich factories polluted the atmosphere and made the 

gentry flee.  You can see traces of its genteel past everywhere in the village.  In England, you 

pay domestic rates based on the size of your house and so in Charlton we have the 

depressing phenomenon of large houses remaining unoccupied.  There is a house that 30 

years ago cost £3,000 to build and 14 years ago was sold for £500.  In its poor surroundings, 

it still shows off its great flower greenhouses, but they are empty.  The people living there 

have better things to do than grow flowers.  However, that’s the story of many London 

districts.  I’m talking about a village that is a stone’s throw from Greenwich, the former 

residence of the Stuarts, where the only remains of its former splendour are the magnificent 

Park and the Observatory from which you can see the stars only by doing yourself an injury. 

 

 

For the moment, as long as Blackheath holds out, my Church Lane is one of the most varied 

streets in the United Kingdom.  The little station in its centre changes its appearance every 

hour.  At 6 o’clock in the morning the workers on their way to the factories and the naval 

dockyard at Woolwich flock there.  Then come the clerks going up to the City.  During the 

day, ladies and gentlemen come from Blackheath as well, since Charlton station suits them, 

being nearer to their homes than the one at Blackheath.  In the evening, the clerks come 

back from the City and the ladies and gentlemen set out for the theatre.  The highest family 

of the district lives at the top of the hill in a vast estate, all lawns and green woods.  



Remember that we are in Kent, the garden of England.  They are the Wilsons.  If you listen 

to their story as it is told in the village, the origin of the family’s wealth is rather murky.  A 

lady of the Wilson family of long ago is said to have been lucky enough to catch the eye of a 

King of England.  She was reluctant and in order to induce her to satisfy his desires the king 

ended up offering her all the land she could see from the hill Church Lane climbs up.  The 

lady also had good eyesight and a great deal of land became hers.  It’s a story you can hear 

often and in the most varied places.  In front of the small gothic church, surrounded by a 

cemetery in which burial took place up to a few years ago, there is an elegant fountain and 

water-trough built by Sir Wilson on the day of King Edward’s coronation.  When horses go to 

refresh themselves there they raise their eyebrows at the somewhat magniloquent 

inscription.  However, the gentility and quiet of the surrounding area is indescribable, with 

its well-kept streets lined with trees.  On the right there is a wood of gnarled trees on a 

wildly irregular piece of ground with sudden great slopes; on the left huge lawns and the 

Wilson mansion set a long way back from the main road.  A little further down there is an 

elegant hospital.  A long low building built in such a way that it looks like so many of the 

usual little English houses linked together. 

In short, Church Lane with its physical and moral difference in levels looks like a seesaw that 

has stopped moving for the moment.  Wealth at the top, at the bottom Woolwhich [sic] 

Road, cutting across Church Lane to form a Byzantine cross.  Whoolwich [sic] Road is a 

human flood. 

 

Italo Svevo (Aron, called Ettore, Schmitz) (1861-1928) was born to a Jewish family in Trieste.  

From 1880, he tried to establish himself as a writer while working as a bank clerk but 

achieved little recognition.  In 1896 he married Livia Veneziani, whose mother, Olga 

Moravia, was his own first cousin.  The Venezianis had a paint-manufacturing business and, 

after some initial reluctance, Ettore was offered a managerial position in the family firm in 

1899.  In 1901 he was sent to England to help negotiate a deal with the Admiralty to provide 

anti-fouling paint to the Royal Navy.   Two years later, he was in Charlton again to set up a 

factory there – Gioachino Veneziani’s Works, manufacturing Moravia Anti-Fouling 

Composition.  Between 1903 and 1926 he made many visits to the area on business, in later 

years accompanied by his wife, staying at 67, Church Lane.  At other times the house was 

regularly used by other members of the family. 

Between 1903 and 1908, he wrote regularly to Livia from the Church Lane house.  However, 

the letters do not contain much by way of description of the area.  The short essay above is 

not dated, so could have been written at any time before 1926.  In 1907 he met James Joyce, 

who championed his writing and helped him to gain some recognition.  His main works are: 

Una vita (A Life) (1892); Senilita (translated as As a Man Grows Older) (1898); La Coscienza 
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