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Welcome to topic number 56…  In “The 
Adventure of the Illustrious Client,” you 

describe my assistant, Shinwell Johnson, as 
having access to “every nightclub, doss house, 

and gambling den in the town.” 



While nightclubs and 
gambling dens still operate, 

doss houses have 
disappeared from modern 

vocabulary and its 
prominence among the 19th 

century underclasses.



At the beginning of the 1800s, 
London’s population was 

estimated at one million. By the 
end of the century, it had 

grown to about seven million. 



The increase was related to those 
migrating from outside the capital 

in search of work as well as 
immigrants from Ireland, Europe, 

and as far away as China.



Competition for jobs among these 
groups led to an oversupply of cheap 
labor and high prices, pushing a large 
portion of the population into poverty. 



Estimates suggest the poor 
spent two-thirds of their 
income for food, with the 

other third going to housing.



And the permanence and quality 
of such lodging depended heavily 

the person’s income. At the 
bottom was the workhouse, or 

“spike.” 



Having been conceived originally 
in the 1500s to address poverty 
and unemployment in London, by 
the 1800s, the poor viewed the 
workhouse as their last resort.



In payment for food and a bed for the 
night, those accepted into the building 
would work off the charity by picking 
oakum (a tar-covered fiber used to fill 
in the seams of ship decks), breaking 
stones, or scrubbing down the facility.



If the person could afford a 
penny for the night, they could 
purchase a place on a bench, but 
had to stay awake and upright.



For two pennies, they moved to a 
“hang-over” where they could 

actually sleep—upright on a bench 
with their arms hung over a rope 

stretched in front of them. 



Four pennies would get them a 
“coffin” bed that allowed the 
person to lie down in a narrow 
box on the floor, with fellow 
lodgers in their own boxes on 

each side.



The most up-scale and 
inexpensive accommodations 
were actual beds in a “doss” 

house, where for an additional 
penny more would allow the 

renter a “cabin” for the night. 



These rooms provided a bed with clean 
bedding, but no ceiling (the thin walls 

were seven feet tall) or door.



The term “doss” referred to sleeping or 
bedding down in a cheap lodging house.



According to the Metropolitan Police, 
1000 such businesses were registered in 
London in 1889, with space for 31,651—

primarily in the East End.



Whitechapel (notorious for the murders 
by “Jack the Ripper”), Spitalfields, 

Bethnal Green, and The Old Nichol—all 
in the East End—offered the most 

variety of such housing.



Despite the poverty, or perhaps 
because of it, the rent per cubic 
foot was ten times greater than 

that in better parts of London, and 
a lack of regulations offered no 

incentive to upgrade the buildings.



American writer Jack London 
spent time in the East End, 
documenting the poverty and 

living conditions he found there 
in The People of the Abyss. 



London described his experience 
in one the private houses as 
“uninhabitable,” offering a 

degrading and unwholesome life.



While these places provided 
kitchens to prepare food, London 
was unable to bring himself to 

eat there because of the stench. 



Strict rules required lights out 
at 10 pm, and everyone had to 

leave in the morning. 



No one was allowed to 
store any personal items 
to be picked up that night 

should they return. 



In some lodgings, a second 
shift of guests arrived to 
take the bed just vacated.



Workhouses were not completely 
discontinued until 1948 when many of 
the buildings were refitted into public 
hospitals following the creation of the 

National Health Service.



The homeless, however, will still gravitate to the East End, and 
Shinwell Johnson would find the area continues to struggle with 

providing for those “at the abyss,” just as it did 150 years ago, with 
one homeless shelter there operating in 2006 as it had since 1860.



Yes, but we’ll be back 
with another topic 

soon…
So we have completed 
topic 56 in our series… 
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