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Time Out London November 19 – 25 2019

City life

MOST GOOGLED Why is east London poor?

SERIOUSLY? HAVE YOU seen 
Hackney house prices recently? But 
yes: people really have been asking 
Google why east London is poor, 
and we wanted to find out whether 
this Dickensian stereotype still 
holds true – and if so, why.

Architectural historian Edmund 
Bird says that there has long been 
a divide between the east and west 
of the city. Supposedly, the wind 
in London usually blows from the 
west. So in the nineteenth century, 
to protect the bigwigs in the City and 
Westminster from noxious fumes, 
the city’s smellier industries were 
banished to the east. Acres of docks 
also sprang up in the East End, 
where the Thames is wider.

With all that industrial growth 
came a demand for cheap labour. 
But with no health and safety 
policies or much in the way of 
organised labour, factory owners 
were able to house their workers 
in extreme poverty. Then things 

got even worse. The East End was 
bombed to bits during WWII, and 
the demise of the docks meant that 
by the ’70s, the area was half-derelict 
and rife with unemployment.

In the late ’80s, much-loved toy 
roller coaster the DLR signalled a 
new lease of life for east London. 
Over the next 30 years, artists and 
other trendy types invaded in search 
of cheap rents, bringing with them 
creative industries, coffee, fixie 
bikes and, eventually, posh flats.

However, Bird believes this is just 
a smokescreen: for many locals, 
the new money hasn’t made things 
better. ‘As with the rest of London,’ 
he says, ‘the East End’s rich and poor 
are often living very different lives, 
cheek by jowl.’ Just remember that 
next time you’re heading to Ballie 
Ballerson. ! Thomas Hobbs
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