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THE HOUSING PROBLEM 

IN LONDON. 

BY 

C. M. KNOWLES. 

IT 
has been said that the electorate can only think of one thing at 

a time. If the saying is a true one, there can be little doubt 
that it is the question of the housing of the people that should at the 
present time occupy the undivided attention of the electors and their 
political instructors. For whatever the social problem to which \ye 
turn, the Housing Question is almost certainly found to be a factor 
in its solution. It is inadequate housing that drives the worker to 
the public-house. In the words of one who has worked in the slums 
of Birmingham : " nothing but drink makes the people forget the 
hell they live in." It is the slum that cancels the work of the 
educationalist. What profits it, though we have the finest 
educational system in the world, if we allow the child to pass daily from the school to surroundings of a character calculated to foster 
all that is bad and stifle all that is good in human nature Why 
struggle for higher wages if they are only to go into the pocket of 
the rack-renter? Why demand shorter hours of labour if the factory is but exchanged for the fetid slum Other nations press harder and 
harder on our heels in the race for industrial supremacy, but in 
calculating the causes which endanger our position we do not 
sufficiently consider the physical and mental degeneration produced in the worker by insanitary and overcrowded conditions of home-life. 

Some time ago an agency was established " to conduct tours 
through Whitechapel and Darkest London " at a guinea a head. 
Ladies were only to be taken by day, and tall hats were prohibited. There appears to have been no great rush of adventurers desiring to 
explore Darkest London. Would that it had been otherwise, for 
not until the conscience of London is touched, can we hope for the 
generation of that great wave of popular feeling without which great reforms cannot be carried to a successful issue. Signs, however, are not wanting that the eyes of Londoners are being opened to the 
shameful conditions of life that have grown up in their midst. The 
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Daily News sent a shudder, not only through London but through 
the whole nation, when it lifted the curtain and exposed to view the 
Social Inferno in which hundreds of thousands of London's workers 
are condemned to dwell. People were told how artisans in work 
and willing to pay fair—nay, exorbitant—rent, found themselves 
unable to procure rooms and had to leave their families in the work¬ 
house ; how tenements were sub-divided, until even beds were 
sub-let, and the same beds were used during the twenty-four hours 
by three sets of sleepers ; how men, women and children were 
driven together in single rooms, wherein they had to eat, drink, 
sleep and work, and store everything, pleasant and unpleasant—a 
state of things which Bishop Wilkinson declared would be impossible 
in a Zulu kraal; how the fierce competition for room to live had 
driven up rents until the house-jobber and the property-sweater were 
masters of the situation, and the miserable tenants did their best to 
hide their insanitary surroundings from the inspector, lest they 
found themselves turned out of their wretched abodes; how the 
house-jobber encouraged disorderly houses, and got as much as 30s. 
a week for single rooms in Soho; and how it was no longer within 
the means of working men earning ordinary labourers' wages to 
provide decent house accommodation. 

The Census of 1891 shows that in London 386,489 persons 
lived in single rooms. In two-roomed tenements 330,238 persons 
lived at the rate of more than two per room; in three-roomed 
tenements 192,649 people were in that over-crowded condition ; 
and in four-roomed tenements the number of people was 92,035. 
Of those who dwelt in single-room tenements, 326,291 lived two or 
more in a room; 17,226 lived six in a room; in each of 879 single 
rooms seven people lived; and in each of ten cases single rooms 
were actually occupied by eleven people. We can find the 
fate of the Great Overcrowded writ large in the records of our 
asylums, hospitals, workhouses and prisons. "Hooliganism" is 
the modern name for an ancient terror of London life ; yet crime is 
but the resort of weak people, reared amid overcrowded and 
insanitary surroundings, and therefore unfit to fight the battle of life 
in a fair and square manner. Medical men declare that consumption 
can be stamped out ; but one of the conditions of the extinction of 
this dread disease is that good housing and ventilation shall be 
general. On the areas where the London County Council has 
undertaken clearance schemes, the death-rate was in every case 
more than double the average rate for the whole of London. 

THE HOUSING ACT, 1890. 
The continuous growth of London has been a perpetual 

nightmare that has haunted statesmen from the time of Elizabeth. 
At the Guildhall can be seen a document from the Lords of the 
Council to the Loid Mayor, directing steps to be taken to prevent 
the erection and overcrowding of small tenements within the City, 
and that the Aldermen should make search and, in cases of 
overcrowding, remove the inmates. James I. professed himself 



fearful " lest T m be too great to fear God or honour the King." 
The first Housing Act, passed in 1851, owed its existence to the efforts 
of Lord Shaftesbury, but the expensive and cumbersome machinery 
it provided made the Act well-nigh useless. Other important 
landmarks in the history of the question are the Torrens Acts, 
dating from 1868, which "proceed on the principle that the 
responsibility of maintaining houses in proper condition falls on the 
owner, and that if he fails in his duty the law is justified in 
stepping in and compelling him to perform it. They furthermore 
assume that houses unfit for human habitation ought not to be used 
as dwellings, but ought in the interests of the public to be closed 
and demolished and rebuilt." The Cross Acts of 1875, 1879 and 
1882 " contemplate dealing with the whole area where houses 
are incapable of repair, and nothing short of demolition and 
reconstruction will bring them up to a proper sanitary standard. 
iVccordingly, the local authority, armed with compulsory powers, 
at once enters as purchaser and proceeds to reconstruct." 

In 1884 the Pall Mall Gazette, then under the control of 
Mr. W. T. Stead and the present Governor of Cape Colony, caused 
considerable stir by the publication of a series of revelations of the 
conditions of London slumdom under the title of " The Bitter Cry of 
Outcast London." Lord Salisbury moved in the House of Lords 
for the appointment of a Royal Commission to enquire into the 
Housing Question, and the Prince of Wales spoke in support. 
Accordingly, in 1884, Mr. Gladstone appointed "one of the most 
powerful Royal Commissions' ever chosen " to enquire into 
the Housing of the Working Classes. The Chairman was 
Sir Charles Dilke, then President of the Local Goverment Board; 
and among the Commissioners were the Prince of Wales, Cardinal 
Manning, Lord Salisbury, Mr. Goschen, and Mr. Broadhurst. The 
Commission dragged to light and placed on record a multitude of 
details describing the state of the housing of the people, not only in 
London but throughout the British Islands. In legislation the 
Report of the Commission was as fruitless as such reports usually 
are. From that time to the present Parliament has made no serious 
attempt to deal with the housing problem. The Act of 1890 
certainly was passed, but it was little more than a consolidating Act. 
It only improved on existing legislation by bringing into existence 
simplified machinery. 

It is, then, to the " Housing of the Working Classes Act, 1890," 
that local authorities must turn if they would provide better dwelling 
accommodation in the district over which they have jurisdiction. 
In London the local authorities concerned are the County Council 
and the Vestries or District Boards—soon to be tranformed into 
Borough Councils. The Act is divided into three parts. 

Part I. is founded on Mr. Cross's Acts. It deals with large 
unhealthy areas, and the local authority that can enforce it in 
London is the County Council. When a medical officer of health 
makes representations to the local authority that within a certain 
area there are houses, courts or alleys unfit for human habitation, 
or the narrowness and bad arrangement or bad condition of the 



streets and houses or groups of houses, or want of light, air, venti¬ 
lation or any other sanitary defects are dangerous to the health of 
the inhabitants of the area or of neighbouring buildings, the local 
authority must consider the representations, and, if satisfied, proceed 
to make an improvement scheme. In any district twelve ratepayers 
may require the medical officer to make an investigation. The 
scheme completed, the local authority must seek its confirmation by 
a Secretary of State. The latter will issue a Provisional Order 
authorising the scheme, which must, however, be confirmed by an 
Act of Parliament. The Housing Act provides that accommodation 
shall be furnished for at least as many persons as are displaced, but 
the confirming authority may dispense with or modify this require¬ 
ment. When the confirming Act is passed the local authority must 
purchase the necessary land (compulsorily, if necessary) and enter 
upon the scheme. 

Part II. is put into operation when small unhealthy areas are 
concerned. The local authorities in London under this part of the 
Act, which is founded on Mr. Torrens' Acts, are the Vestries and 
District Boards. It is herein set forth that it is the duty of the 
Medical Officer of Health of every district to report to the local 
authority any dwelling-house unfit for human habitation ; or four 
householders may require him to make an inspection. If the efforts 
of the four householders are ignored, they may, after the lapse of 
three months, forward their complaint to the Local Government 
Board. The local authority may order houses unfit for human 
habitation to be closed or demolished. Where it appears to the 
authority that buildings are in a bad sanitary state and prejudicial 
to health, and the site is too small to be dealt with under Part I., an 
improvement scheme may be prepared, which must be submitted to 
the Local Government Board for sanction. A confirming Act is not 
necessary, unless an owner petitions the Local Government Board 
against the Order. The London County Council may, if they think 
fit, pay or contribute to the expenses of carrying out a scheme under 
Part II. by a Vestry or District Board, and a Secretary of State may 
order such contribution on appeal by the Vestry or District Board. 

Part III. is practically a re-enactment of the Shaftesbury Acts. 
It may be adopted by the London County Council, and the 
" London Government Act " 

gives the new borough councils similar 
powers. These local authorities may contract for the purchase or 
lease of any lodging house for the working classes, and they may 
acquire land compulsorily and erect thereon lodging houses. Such 
lodging houses may be separate houses or cottages containing one 
or several tenements. 

THE LONDON COUNTY COUNCIL AND THE 
HOUSING PROBLEM. 

The Housing Problem is undoubtedly the most difficult of all 
the questions with which the London County Council has had to 
grapple. The magnitude of the population needing re-housing, the 
tightness of the grip of vested interests, the ever-increasing value of 



land, the poverty of the people, the relationship between public and 
private enterprise—all these factors make the problem seem well-nigh 
insoluble. Small wonder that a prominent Councillor recently 
declared that the Housing Committee was approaching something 
like a deadlock. 

The Council turned its attention to the question in the first year 
of its existence. The Boundary Street area first claimed attention, 
and the Boundary Street scheme, now nearing completion (1899), 
is the largest undertaking in municipal housing ever entered upon. 
In Bethnal Green was a region, 15 acres in extent, inhabitated by 
nearly 6,000 people. It was a region of dilapidated blocks of houses 
intersected by blind alleys and narrow courts. The plaster of the 
walls had parted company with the bricks, and that of the ceiling 
with the laths. The floors were rotten with moisture and full of 
holes. The windows and doors, or so much of them as remained, 
were cunning contrivances for letting in the maximum amount of 
rain and wind and cold. Four families in houses of four rooms, 
each about eight feet square, were not uncommon. The death rate 
in the district was double that of the average for London ; and of 
every three children born there, one died before reaching the age 
of three years. It was the blackest spot in London for upwards of 
a century ; its slums and underground dwellings were the notorious 
resorts of thieves and criminals of all classes ; it defied the officers 
of law and sanitation. The Council paid more than a quarter of a 
million sterling for the property, and speedily effected a clearance. 
The buildings have been gradually erected—the Works Department 
of the Council and the contractor working side by side—and now, 
instead of a tangle of slums, the area consists of broad streets 
radiating from a central garden. The number of people displaced 
was 5,719. Accommodation is provided here, and on the 
neighbouring Goldsmith Row site, for 4,700 people. The buildings 
are of the best. Each room is spacious, airy and light. Included 
in the Boundary Street colony—for such it is—are three public 
gardens, a central laundry, two club rooms, a bakery, and an estate 
workshop. The idea of crowning the scheme with a band stand in 
the central garden has been abandoned—this was too strong meat 
even for a Progressive majority. 

The other two schemes undertaken under Part I. of the Act 
are in the St. Pancras and Clare Market areas. The three schemes 
together involved the displacement of 9,843 people and an estimated 
cost of £535,490. Accommodation is planned for 7,536 people. On 
the area once occupied by Millbank Prison the Council are erecting 
dwellings which will, when complete, accommodate some 4,300 
persons. The blocks are appropriately named after the great artists 
whose pictures are housed in the neighbouring Tate Gallery; 
accordingly, among others, there will be Turner, Romney, Rossetti, 
Leighton, and Millais Buildings. The average size of the living 
rooms is 157 square feet, and of the bedrooms 112 square feet. It 
is anticipated that the rent will be 7s. 6d. per week for a tenement 
consisting of a living room, bedroom, scullery and offices. Many of 
the inhabitants of Clare Market, who will ultimately be housed on 



the Millbank site, are now paying 4s. 6d. for a single small and dark 
room. 

The Council has, furthermore, undertaken four smaller schemes, 
to the cost of which the Vestries contribute one-half. These minor 
schemes involved the displacement of 1,831 people, and accommoda¬ 
tion, will be provided for 1,290. The total estimated cost is £69,750. 

In December, 1898, the Council decided on a more generous 
housing policy than they had hitherto pursued. Hitherto they had 
felt satisfied if they had re-housed people considerably fewer in 
number than those displaced. The Housing Committee now de¬ 
clared that accommodation should be provided for a number equal 
to that displaced either by clearances under the Housing Act or by 
improvement schemes. The resolution adopted by the Council was 
as follows :— 

" That housing accommodation should be provided for a number 
of persons equal to that of the working classes displaced by any 
scheme under the Housing Act or under the provisions of any 
Improvement Act, but not necessarily in the immediate neighbourhood 
of the displacement, due consideration being given to the needs of 
those living in any particular area." 
On December 8th, 1898, the Council passed the following very 

important resolution :— 
'• That apart from the re-housing required in connection with 

clearance or improvement schemes, and pro\ided that no charge be 
placed on the county rate thereby, the Council do approve of action 
being taken under Part III. of the • Housing of the Working Classes 
Act. 1890,' with a view to the purchase of land and the erection of 
dwellings thereon, and also with the view of purchasing or leasing 
suitable houses already or hereafter to be built and provided for the 
purpose of supplying housing accommodation." 
This resolution committed the Council to the purchase of land 

and the erection of dwellings thereon quite independently of any 
clearance or improvement scheme. It has long been a complaint 
that the congestion of some slums was made worse by reason of the 
immigration of people displaced by the Council's clearance schemes. 
In future this can be obviated ; for by applying this part of the 
Act there should be nothing to prevent unhousing and re-housnig 
proceeding concurrently. When the resolution was adopted the 
Council had in mind the idea of buying land outside as well as inside 
the area of the county of London. In short, Part III. of the 
Housing Act, utilised side by side with the development of 
locomotion, seemed to point the way to the promised land. 
Sir Samuel Montagu offered to convey to the Council 25 acres of 
land at Edmonton on which operations could be commenced. The 
opinion of two eminent Queen's Counsel has, however, been taken 
on the question whether the Council had power to acquire and hold 
land outside the county of London for the erection of workmen's 
dwellings. Their reply was in the negative. Sir Samuel Montagu's 
offer has had to be declined, and a possible way out of the housing 
difficulty has been blocked. There is no reason, however, why the 
Council should not acquire land inside the county of London for the 
purpose of erecting dwellings. Up to the present time (September, 



1899) the Housing Committee has given no indication, that it is 
taking steps to carry into effect the very clear mandate of the 
Council. It is likewise necessary that the Council should take 
immediate steps to acquire Parliamentary power to purchase land 
outside the county of London for the purpose of erecting dwellings 
thereon. 

The charge has been brought against the Council that it does 
not re-house the people it dispossesses; that although it may 
provide accommodation for the number of people dispossessed, the 
people who occupy its dwellings are not the people who were turned 
off the site when it was cleared. Evidence seems to establish the 
truth of the indictment. The chief sanitary inspector of Bethnal 
Green has declared, through the columns of London, that " The 
conditions and rents the Council impose render it simply impossible 
for poor people to live in their houses. They turned out several 
thousand people from the Boundary Street area—not 5 per cent, of 
whom are going back. The reason is because the rents are more 
than they can pay. Where have they gone They have simply 
crowded into the previously-overcrowded small houses of Bethnal 
Green." A case came before the magistrate at Bow Street which 
indicates that the circumstances are repeated in the West. The 
County Council sought warrants of ejectment against several persons 
whose houses are to be pulled down in carrying out the Clare 
Market scheme. Rooms are reserved at Millbank for the 
dispossessed tenants. One woman, who had five children, stated 
that she paid 5s. 6d. per week at Clare Market and could not get 
accommodation for less than 10s. at Millbank, as the size of her 
family would compel her to take three rooms. 

It is clear that the Council has hitherto failed to provide 
housing accommodation for the very poorest, and great changes in 
its housing policy are necessary if the Council is to benefit those 
who need attention most. The following resolution, passed in 
February, 1896, describes the bounds within which operations must 
be carried on :— 

•'That in cases where the Council itself decides to erect dwellings in preference to selling or letting the land for that purpose, the rents 
to be charged for the dwellings erected in connection with any 
specified housing scheme or area shall not exceed those ruling in the 
neighbourhood, and shall be so fixed that, after pro\iding for all 
outgoings, interest and sinking fund charges, there shall be no charge on the county rate in respect of the dwellings on such area or scheme, 
and that all such dwellings shall be so designed that the cost of 
erection may not exceed a sum which will enable the Council to carry out the foregoing conditions. The interest and sinking fund charges shall be calculated upon the cost of erection, plus the value of the 
site, subject to the obligations to build dwellings for the working classes upon it." 

Under that resolution the rents charged must suffice to pay :— 
(a) All maintenance expenses ; 
(b) 2-J per cent, on the capital expenditure ; 
(r) Contributions to a Sinking Fund, which shall repay the whole 

cost of land and buildings within a period of between 50 
and 60 years. 
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It is possible to reduce rents by modifying the above stringent 
rule and by cheaper building. The rule could reasonably be 
modified by extending the period of re-payment, and by excluding 
land from the scope of the Sinking Fund. Mr. Alfred Smith, 
ex-Chairman of the Housing Committee, supports these proposals in 
the following words :—" The obligation to provide a fund out of 
current rents sufficient to repay the entire cost of land and buildings 
within a period of between fifty and sixty years is clearly unreason¬ 
able. The 'life' of the buildings is estimated at from 120 to 150 
years, and the land upon which they stand is not likely to depreciate 
in value." Furthermore : " If, following the practice universal in 
the trade, the value of land were excluded from the Sinking Fund, 
and that fund included only so much as would be required to 
re-erect the building within a reasonable period—say, half the time 
of the estimated life of the structures—it is the opinion of the 
responsible advisers of the Housing Committee of the Council that 
highly satisfactory results, alike in improved accommodation and 
enhanced profits, could be shown." To provide a fund to pay the 
debt incurred upon houses which perish is reasonable enough. To 
present large tracks of unencumbered land, which annually increases 
in value, to a posterity which will probably be better off than the 
present generation is unreasonable generosity. 

The saving effected in this way would be small—it would not 
amount to much more than a half per cent.—but it would be a step 
in the right direction, and not a dangerous one. It is in cheaper 
building that effective economy must be looked for. How this may 
be effected is explained by Mr. David Waterlow, Vice-Chairman of 
the Plousing Committee, and son of Sir Sydney Waterlow, the 
founder of the Improved Industrial Dwellings Company, in an inter¬ 
view published in a recent issue of The Municipal Journal:— 

" The only immediate way to overcome the difficulties of the 
increased cost of building is for the Council to build a cheaper 
dwelling, and this is the direction in which I have been working. 
There are many openings for economy, both in the buildings and 
management. For instance, in the last plans before our Housing 
Committee for the Millbank Estate the architect's estimate works out 
at an average of £108 ios. per room, and the rents on this calculation 
will have to average 3s. 4d. per week per room. For buildings to be 
built on the Borough Road site, and which have been designed by an 
outside firm of architects, the builder's estimate (in this case not the 
Works Department) brings the cost to £122 per room, and the rental 
in these will have to be 3s. 5d. per week per room." " How do these rents compare with other similar dwellings ?" 

"Compared with the Peabody Buildings, whose average rent is 
only 2S. per week per room, now to be increased to 2S. 3d., and with 
the Improved Industrial Dwellings Company, whose average rental is 
about 2s. 6d. per week per room, you sec at once that the Council's 
tenants are paying much higher rents. But then the Council's 
dwellings are better on the average; the rooms larger, and the 
dwellings not so close together." " What would a more cheaply-built dwelling mean, Mr. Waterlow ?" " It would mean smaller rooms and plainer exteriors. The 
present average size of the Council's rooms is 120 square feet for a 
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bedroom and 160 for a sitting-room. In order to bring down the rent 
to something between half-a-crown and throe shillings per room, the 
Council would have to reduce the size of its rooms. They can do 
that without imparing the tenants' health. For instance, the average 
size of the rooms provided by the Industrial Dwellings Company is 
no square feet for the bedroom and 140 for the sitting-room, yet the 
death rate for 1897 was only 9.95 per 1,000. These figures are the 
more remarkable when you consider the density of population. 
London, as a whole, only has 59.8 people to an acre, but the 
population of these dwellings is equal to 746 per acre. If we can get 
such healthy living, therefore, in rooms of this size, then the London 
Count}- Council need have no fear as to providing them. It ought to 
reduce the present cost per room from /'ioS to £90." 

"Is that possible ?" " Quite possible, if the Home Office and Local Government Board 
will sanction it. It would be necessary, of course, to keep a tight hold 
on the architect's department. Ten years or more ago we could build 
splendid dwellings from £60 to /"70 per room or even less. Now, 
owing to various causes, I should be quite satisfied to seethe Council 
putting up dwellings at anything under £100 per room. I learn that 
in the Council's experience the cost of building has increased from 30 
to 40 per cent, within ten years. The problem is to house the 
unskilled workers earning from 20s. to 30s. per week, and this can only 
be done at prices they can afford to pay by the greatest economy in 
building. We must do without superfluous ornament and only go in 
for the absolute necessities for health. It is said by some that rents 
of 4s.. or even 5s., per room are commonly paid, and therefore why 
should we not charge as much ; but these rents are generally charged in conjunction with conditions of overcrowding that no respectable 
person would tolerate, much less a public body like the County Council." 

Under Part III. of the Housing Act, the Council is empowered 
to purchase or lease houses to be used for housing the working 
classes. The resolution already quoted pledging the Council to put 
into operation Part III. of the Act, recommends the purchase or 
leasing of such houses. It offers a new resource; hitherto the 
Council has confined itself to building. In many of the congested 
districts of the West End, streets of large houses, lately occupied by 
single families, are becoming peopled with tenement dwellers. The 
houses are unfitted for this purpose and rapidly deteriorate. Why 
should not the Council purchase such houses and convert them into 
adequate tenements By so doing overcrowding would be arrested, 
and the necessary sanitary standard maintained, while the housing 
of the people would be effected by methods speedier and less 
costly than clearing and re-building. Certain it is that unless the 
practice of letting single large houses to various families is super¬ 
vised by the authorities more stringently than in the past the near 
future will see a necessity for drastic measures in dealing with such 
places. 

When the Council determined to put into operation the " Housing 
of the Working Classes Act, 1890," they took up a problem of the 
first magnitude, of pressing importance and bristling with difficulties— 
a problem indeed calling for statesmanship of no mean order. In 
urging the Vestries to insist on a more stringent application of the 
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Public Health Acts, the County Council has done much to check 
the growth of insanitary conditions of life. By the Building Act of 
1894, which was only carried after a prolonged struggle and which 
considerably curtailed the jerry builder's power for evil, they have 
earned the undying gratitude of London. It is to be feared, how¬ 
ever, that the Council is not approaching the Housing Question 
proper with the enthusiasm its importance demands. There has 
been a disposition, especially during the present year (1899), to 
"magnify difficulties, to pour cold water on new ideas, and to dis¬ 
courage new departures. Yet it is evident that new ideas and new 
departures are necessary unless the Council is to confess itself 
incompetent to solve the problem. It may be wise to solve one 
difficulty at a time. It may be that the Council was right to devote 
all its best energies to the Water Question. So far as the Council 
is concerned that question is now solved, and London is entitled to 
expect that the high qualities of municipal statesmanship that were 
devoted to the solution of the Water Problem will now be unselfishly 
given to the discovery of means of providing the toilers of the 
Metropolis with adequate and sanitary dwelling accommodation. 

HOW THE NEW BOROUGH COUNCILS WILL BE ABLE TO 

HELP THE COUNTY COUNCIL. 

It has been pointed out that under Part II. of the Housing Act 
the Vestries have power to clear small areas and re-build. If the 
separate Vestries had made generous use of their powers in this 
direction the collective result might have been considerable, and 
where plague spots still exist there might have been blocks of 
municipal dwellings. Only one Vestry has undertaken a scheme of 
municipal housing. Enterprising, public-spirited Shoreditch is now 
completing its scheme for re-housing some 400 people on the site 
of one of the worst slums in London at a cost of ^"55,000, half of 
which was contributed by the County Council. Everybody knows 
that Shoreditch Vestry has established a very successful system of 
electric lighting. They propose to give their tenants the use of 
this light on very reasonable terms. A second scheme is to be 
undertaken under Part II. of the Act, and again it is one of the 
poorest districts in London that is displaying such enterprise— 
Rotherhithe Vestry is completing a scheme for clearing a noted 
insanitary area in the parish. The new buildings will accommodate 
890 persons. 

When the new London boroughs come into existence they will 
be empowered to put into operation Part III. as well as Part II. 
of the Housing Act. The creators of the London Government 
Bill declared their object to be the endowment of the local bodies 
of London with greater dignity and importance. It remains for 
those bodies to show themselves worthy of that access of dignity 
and importance by a statesmanlike use of their powers under the 
Housing Act. 



13 

SHOULD THE RATES CONTRIBUTE TO MUNICIPAL 

HOUSING 
Of course, a short cut to the solution of the problem would be to 

charge the rates with the difference between the cost of the buildings 
and the rents the tenants can afford to pay. In the suburbs the 
necessity would not arise, but in central London, where land is costly 
and tenants must live near their work, it seems quite possible that 
the Council will have to choose between no housing at all, or ignoring 
the provisions of the Public Health Act as to overcrowding in 
dwellings they may erect, or housing partly at the cost of the rates. 
The latter proposal causes even ardent Progressives to hold up 
their hands in horror. The Progressive leader has declared that 
such a policy would wreck his party. It is said that such a pro¬ 
ceeding would check private enterprise and create a privileged 
class. But private enterprise has already ceased to contribute to 
the solution of the problem in central London. Even if such were 
not the case, it is difficult to see how the Council would interfere 
with the prospects of any enterprise in the direction of erecting 
workmen's dwellings. That could only occur if there were a state 
approaching perfect competition, if supply and demand in dwelling 
accommodation were pretty nearly balanced. Notoriously this is 
not the case, and however industrious the Council may be in 
erecting dwellings, there will still be a sufficient number of 
persons left to people buildings put up by private enterprise. 
Birmingham has devised a housing scheme which will involve 
a charge on the rates, and the Corporation have no difficulty 
in justifying the expenditure. In submitting a scheme for erecting 
52 cottages, some with two and some with three rooms, which were 
to be let at rents of 3s. and 4s. a week, the Committee pointed out 
that there would be an annual charge at first on the rates of /"199. 
They justify the contribution by pointing out that " this annual pay¬ 
ment from the rates must be considered the city's payment for the 
sanitary improvement thus made, and it must be recollected that at 
the end of the period for w^hich the money is borrowed, the property, 
kept in good repair, will fall in unencumbered, and at the present 
rents will then yield a clear income of ^"4,000." The Committee 
might have added that the saving in the expenditure on prisons 
and asylums and hospitals resulting from the sweeping away of 
slums, would probably have more than covered the contribution 
from the rates towards the housing scheme. 

A Committee, presided over by a Conservative Minister, has 
just reported in favour of endowing persons over 65 years of age, 
and having an income of less than 10s. a week, with a pension at the 
cost of the general taxpayer. The person having an income of lis. 
a week will receive no pension and will contribute towards the cost 
of a pension for his neighbour,who has only 9s. a week income. 
The report of the Committee does not appear to regard the latter as 
a member of a privileged class. 

Elementary education is free, yet one does not hear any 
complaint that the Board School interferes with the seminary of 



14 

private educational enterprise, nor is the parent regarded as a privileged 
person whose child is educated at the cost of all. In the early days 
of municipal electric lighting it was frequently necessary to make up 
out of the rates a deficit on the enterprise; but it was not complained 
that the municipal electric lighting works was competing unfairly 
with the gas company. In the instances here cited the State has 
stepped in where private enterprise has failed to supply a public 
necessity. Public education was not banned because it was not 
self-supporting, nor was municipal electric lighting stifled at its birth 
because it needed sustenance from outside sources during its early 
days. Private enterprise has failed to provide adequate dwelling 
accommodation for the workers ; the municipality has to supply the 
need. Let the enterprise be self-supporting if possible—but the 
people must be housed. 

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE. 

A discussion of what is being actually done towards a solution 
of the housing problem would be incomplete without some reference 
to the public spirit manifested by certain of the local authorities out¬ 
side the area of the County of London in erecting municipal cottages. 
Hornsey, Barnes and Richmond have shown noteworthy enterprise 
in this direction, although their operations are necessarily on a minor 
scale. But especially the great Dwellings Companies and Trusts 
must be noticed. 

The Improved Industrial Dwellings Company, of which Sir 
Sydney Waterlow was the founder, has spent over a million of 
money and housed over 30,000 people. The Guinness Trust houses 
the poorest, and there are over 8,000 people living in these buildings. 
In the case of the Peabody Buildings, it is noteworthy that they do 
not relieve the class for which they were intended. Mr. Curtis 
Lampson, who administered the Peabody Trust for many years, 
asked whether they housed the people dispossessed, told the 
Housing Commission, " Very few of the same people. In the first 
place, while the buildings are being put up the dispossessed people 
find places elsewhere ; and in the next place a great many of the 
people who formerly lived in those buildings that were pulled down 
would not be suitable tenants for the Peabody Buildings." 

PALLIATIVES CONSIDERED. 
TAXATION REFORM. 

Certain phases of taxation reform are closely bound up with the 
Housing Question. The taxation of site values, including vacant 
land, and the rating of vacant property, are two reforms which 
would contribute considerably towards the solution of the problem. 

The value of land in London is continually increasing by 
reason of the increase of population and of improvements effected 
at the public expense. During the period 1871-1891 the increase in 
the site value of the land of London, putting aside entirely the 
increase due to new buildings, was £7,154,844. Out of this vast 
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access of wealth, the result of the collective industry of the City, the 
ground landlords have paid not a single penny towards the alleviation 
of the common burden. In the words of John Stuart Mill: " They 
grow richer, as it were, in their sleep, without working, risking or 
economising." The temptation for owners to keep land vacant, and 
to sell only when the inevitable increase in value makes it worth 
their while, is obviously very strong. Such land is rated according 
to actual income and not according to actual capital value, and the 
owner can accordingly well afford to keep his property out of the 
market. If, however, the site value of land were separately assessed 
and an equitable rate were imposed thereon it would no longer be 
profitable for the owner to permit vacant land to lie idle. It would 
be forced into the market, building space would become less rare, 
and the greater supply of land would bring about a general "slump" 
in land values. The London County Council defines " site value " 
to be "the annual rent which at the time of valuation might 
reasonably be obtained for the land as a cleared site if let for 
building by an owner in fee, subject to equitable reduction in 
exceptional cases in which the full site value thus defined is not 
being enjoyed or obtained by any person or persons." 

Similar arguments may be adduced in recommendation of the 
proposal that empty houses should be rated. Until 1855 empty 
properties were not exempt from local charges. In the City the 
change was never made, and empty property there still continues to 
pay half the sewer rates. Paddington retains the power of half- 
rating empty houses but does not use it. To rate empty houses 
would tend to reduce rents in a manner exactly similar to that 
operating in the case of land. 

The taxation of site values is every day claiming more and 
more of the attention of local authorities. Successive London 
County Councils have declared in favour thereof, and recently during 
a debate in the Bradford Town Council when a resolution was 
carried in favour of this reform, it was mentioned that 210 
corporations had passed resolutions in support of the policy summed 
up by Mr. Joseph Chamberlain in the following words in the " 

Fortnightly Review" for December, 1883 :— 
"The expense of making towns habitable for the toilers who 

dwell in them must be thrown on the land which their toil makes 
valuable, and that without any effort on the part of the owners." 

LOCOMOTION FACILITIES. 

In a report of the Housing Committee of the L.C.C., presented 
in November, 1898, the following passage occurs :—" In strong 
contrast to the cessation of building of workmen's dwellings in 
central London, was the very remarkable increase in the number of 
cottage dwellings outside the county, especially along the Great 
Eastern Railway, where, owing to low fares and a good train service, 
many thousands of cottages had been erected. There were 
vacant sites much nearer to the centre, but to which access was 
difficult for workmen, owing to high railway fares and a slow 
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tramway service. If the Council were to build there, there would 
be no relief until proper means of cheap and rapid transit were 
supplied." Experience emphasises the importance of the aspect of 
the question here indicated. The Highways Committee and the 
Housing Committee must work hand in hand. 

The means of locomotion in London are disgracefully inferior 
to those found in cities in America and on the Continent. Nowhere 
has the electric tram been so fully developed as in North America, 
and competent witnesses testify to the revolution it has worked in 
social life. In London we must work for cheaper and more numerous 
workmen's trains, and a more extensive and modern tramway service. 
The geographical character of the Thames reduces the question of 
the steamboat service to minor importance. The provision of an 
adequate service of workmen's trains is the more difficult part of the 
locomotion problem. By "The Cheap Trains Act," which was 
passed in 1883, all railway fares not exceeding a penny a mile are 
exempt from passenger duty, and fares exceeding that rate for 
journeys between stations in the Urban district pay a duty of 2 per 
cent, only, instead of the ordinary 5 per cent. These concessions to 
the Railway Companies were made under certain conditions, which 
appear in Section 3 of the Act, and include the provision of proper 
and sufficient Workmen's Trains " for workmen going to and 
" returning from their work, at such fares and at such times between 
''•six o'clock in the evening and eight o'clock in the morning as appear to 
" the Board of Trade to be reasonable." 

The Companies have enjoyed the exemption from passenger 
duty to the extent of tens of thousands of pounds every year, but 
they did not supply the adequate service of workmen's trains. 
Actions were entered against them by the London Reform Union to 
compel them to carry out their part of the bargain, and as a result 
the Railway and Canal Commissioners have ordered the addition of 
numerous workmen's trains running at more convenient times, at 
cheaper fares, on certain of the London lines, while others have 
voluntarily surrendered. And the end is not yet. 

The County Council is gradually developing an efficient 
municipal tram service. In 1898 they only held some lines in 
North London, which were re-leased to a Company, but on New 
Year's Day, 1899, the Council came into possession of the property 
of the London Tramways Company, extending over 24f miles of 
streets in South London. 

But horse traction is becoming obsolete, and a system of 
electric traction is being worked out; and ere long we may expect 
to see a cheaper, speedier and altogether more convenient service of 
electric trams carrying London's workers to and from their homes in 
the suburbs. 

RE-HOUSE ALL DISPLACED BY STATUTORY 
CLEARANCES, 

Much overcrowding is due to clearances effected for the erection 
of blocks of warehouses and flats, for street improvements, and for 
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railway schemes. Railway companies are the worst offenders in 
this respect. Quite recently the Great Central Railway wiped out 
a district as completely as if a tornado had passed over it. A few 
blocks of dwellings were erected but not a tithe of the people 
dispossessed were re-housed. In future, Parliament should insist on 
the insertion in all Bills promoted by railway or other companies 
for carrying out schemes involving any displacement of the 
working classes of a clause requiring the company to re-house all 
those who have to be dispossessed. Moreover, the people should 
be safely located in their new dwellings before their old ones are 
pulled down. 

ALLOW PRIVATE ENTERPRISE TO REBUILD ON 
CLEARED SITES? 

The local authority cannot shirk the responsibility of clearing 
away unhealthy areas ; but, it is sometimes asked, why should not 
the cleared site be handed over to private building speculators 
This was the policy pursued by the late Metropolitan Board of 
Works. They spent huge sums of money in the demolition of 
insanitary property, and the private builder rebuilt on the sites. 
And now their last state is worse than their first, and the Council 
will soon have to consider the re-clearance of the insanitary property 
that has sprung up on the sites acquired and disposed of by its short¬ 
sighted predecessor. 

Whether it would be possible to steer a middle course between 
actual erection and ownership of dwellings by the local authority, 
and the disposal of sites to private enterprise, is open to argument. 
It has been suggested that the Council should, by way of experiment, 
let a cleared site on a building lease for the erection of working- 
class dwelhngs in accordance with plans and regulations rigidly laid 
down and enforced by the Council's officers. The Council should 
also fix the maximum rent. At the termination of the lease the 
Council would become absolute owner, and the public would reap 
the benefit of the rise in the value of the land. The success of such 
a scheme would depend entirely on the degree to which the County 
Council could control the designing and erection of the buildings, 
and enforce regulations having for their object the maintenance of 
the tenements in a highly sanitary condition and a state of thorough 
repair. 

REMOVAL OF INDUSTRIES OUT OF LONDON. 

The congestion in industrial areas will probably be relieved to 
some extent in the near future by the transfer of industries from 
London to the provinces. Indications are not wanting that this 
tendency is already setting in. Mr. Charles Booth, for instance, 
points out that the Bermondsey tanyards are giving way to those of 
the provinces largely on account of rental charges. To move the 
factory to the provinces would be advantageous to the manufacturer 
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in many directions. Any comparison of wages in London with 
those in the country is difficult owing to local variations in the cost 
of living, but generally wages are lower in the provinces. The 
efficiency of the worker must also be reckoned as a factor in the 
cost of production, and the healthier home-life obtainable outside 
London must undoubtedly conduce to greater energy and alertness 
in industrial pursuits. 

HOUSING OF EMPLOYEES BY EMPLOYERS. 

A clause in Part III. of the Housing Act provides that "any 
railway company or dock or harbour company, or any other 
company, society, or association established for trading or manu¬ 
facturing purposes employing working classes, are authorised to erect 
dwellings for the accommodation of all or any." The suggestion herein 
contained that large employers should house their own people has 
not been acted upon to any great extent. Possibly private employers 
ask why the Government does not show that it has the courage oi 
its convictions by housing Government employes. In Dublin excel¬ 
lent buildings have been erected for those employed in the Guinness 
Brewery, and several similar enterprises by other great firms could 
be cited, but the Familistere de Guise is much more interesting. 
At Guise, in France, Mr. G. Lemaire has erected dwellings for his 
workmen, and between 700 and 800 of them, with their families, are 
housed in a little township of flats. Nurseries and schools are 
attached. This, or any other form of industrial feudalism, is, 
however, hardly likely to recommend itself to the English democracy 
of the nineteenth century. 

MR. CHAMBERLAIN'S SMALL HOUSES ACT. 

The Queen's Speech which closed the Session of 1899 declared 
that " The measure you have passed for facilitating the acquisition 
of the ownership of small houses by those who occupy them will be 
of considerable advantage to the working classes in many parts of 
the country." It is to be feared that London will not be one of the 
places that will derive much advantage from Mr. Chamberlain's 
Small Houses Act, by which the local authority may, if it chooses, 
advance a sum not exceeding £240 to enable the resident or 
intending resident of a house not exceeding £300 in value to 
purchase the said house. 

If the Act benefits anyone it benefits the man with some 
amount of means. Doubtless he feels the pressure of the housing 
difficulty very considerably, but the housing problem affects most 
acutely those who cannot advance one-fifth—nay, who could not 
advance one-fiftieth—of the purchase price of their dwellings. 
Hundreds of thousands of London workmen are not housed in self- 
contained dwellings at all. Flow can the Act possibly affect the 
man who occupies one or two or three rooms in a house split up 
into various tenements, or the artisan who dwells in a tenement 
in a huge block of flats Furthermore, workmen in great cities 
are a migratory class—they must follow their work. Take even the 
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case of the artisan who dwells in a small self-contained house in the 
suburbs, who has a permanent job, and who has saved a small 
amount of money. Would anyone who is familiar with the manners 
and customs of the jerry-builder, and who wished the workman 
well, seriously advise the latter to sink his small capital and 
mortgage future savings in the purchase of a house that would involve 
him in continuous outlay for repairs, or speedily bring upon him 
the righteous wrath of the sanitary inspector 

The Act pre-supposes the existence of housing accommodation 
and the desire of workmen to acquire a freehold. The difficulty is 
to find dwelling accommodation at all, and the workman's desire is 
simply fair rent. It is to be feared that Mr. Chamberlain's Act for 
providing migratory workmen with immovable dwellings must be 
regarded as a negligible factor in the solution of the housing 
problem. 

LODGING HOUSES. 

There remains for consideration that section of the community, 
the members of which are not bowed down with the weight of a 
family, who have migratory habits, and whose personal effects are 
no greater an encumbrance than were Dick Whittington's. These, 
the truly homeless, are found in the casual ward, the shelter, and 
the common lodging-house. 

The casual ward admits applicants on proof of destitution at 
any time of the night. There are 25 casual wards in London, with 
accommodation for 1,647 persons, but seldom are they all full. 
Canon Barnett expresses the opinion that "they have created a 
class hardened against influence, into which if a young man once 
falls he rarely escapes." 

The shelter is chiefly found in Whitechapel and St. Giles. It 
is usually supported by some religious denomination. On the night 
of the census 1,738 people were found sleeping in the shelters of the 
Salvation Army and.other voluntary associations. The condition of 
the shelter is frequently eminently unsatisfactory. Frequently but 
few precautions are taken to secure cleanliness, and there seems to 
be good reason for the demand that they shall be licensed and 
inspected by the local authority. 

There are in London 593 common lodging-houses. On three 
selected nights in May and June they were found to have a popula¬ 
tion of 20,993, 20,540', and 23,600 respectively. They range from 
Rowton House to the dismal back-street tenement, and are regis¬ 
tered and inspected by the County Council. It is possible to see 
they are kept decently clean, but it is almost impossible to prevent 
overcrowding, and there seems to be no cure for the cheerlessness 
and discomfort and physical and moral contagion that haunt most 
of the places. The necessity for close inspection is shown by 
the experience of the County Council. When the lodging-house 
inspectors commenced their crusade the first thing they had to do 
was to order the destruction of 90 per cent, of the bedding. They 
make midnight raids when they suspect overcrowding, and experience 
has taught them that every door must be watched lest superfluous 
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lodgers be unceremoniously ejected. Prolonged delay in answering 
the inspectors' summons to open usually means that a process of 
adjustment is going on inside, and so they frequently enter by the 
window, and disturb the lodging-house keeper in the midst of 
abstruse mathematical calculations, having for their object the 
adjustment of an unlimited number of lodgers to a limited capacity 
of cubic space. 

The County Council has erected only one lodging house—that 
in Parker Street, Drury Lane. It contains separate cubicles for 
324 men, a kitchen, reading-room, lavatories, bath-rooms, work¬ 
room, parcel store, washhouse, laundry and a shop at which lodgers 
may purchase provisions. Inclusive terms are sixpence per night. 
One night the occupations of 220 of the lodgers were ascertained. 
Circular addressers were most numerous ; labourers came in a good 
second. Next came paper sellers ; then hawkers, painters, window 
cleaners, porters and clerks. The miscellaneous company also 
included four beggars, three army pensioners, five broken-down 
gentlemen, two schoolmasters, a solicitor, an actor and a doctor. 
More municipal lodging houses are needed in London; it is 
especially necessary that there should be one for women—their need 
is as great, indeed it is greater, than the men's. Glasgow has six 
municipal lodging houses for men and one for women. London 
needs at least a similar number. Lord Rowton's model lodging 
houses at Vauxhall and King's Cross are of a very high standard of 
excellence. That at King's Cross accommodates about 800 men, 
and the charge, as at the County Council's establishment, is 
sixpence. 

The Glasgow Corporation has undertaken an experiment which 
might be recommended to the local authorities of the Metropolis. 
They have built a Municipal Family Home, for the benefit of 
struggling widows and widowers and their families. The children 
are cared for and fed by nurses during the day when the parents are 
away at work, a child's board being charged for at the rate of Is. lOd. 
a week. Surely the municipal nurse is one of the most striking 
manifestations of the humanitarian spirit that has of late entered 
into our public life. 

Half a century ago the Royal Statistical Society of London 
reported that the houses of the poor "present a picture of human 
wretchedness, the chief features of which are a disgrace to a 
civilised country." It is a reproach to our name that these words 
can be used to-day with equal, nay, with greater, truth. The 
Housing Committee of the London County Council recently reported 
that : '• From deputations which had appeared before the Committee 
and resolutions sent by local authorities, it was apparent that over¬ 
crowding was even more excessive now than in 1891." Certain it is 
that rents are now going up with startling rapidity. Certain it is 
that rates are rising and that the landlord is so completely master of 
the situation, that he can shift the additional charge on to the 
shoulders of his sorely burdened tenants. Will the voice of public 
opinion remain silent until the Overcrowded remind the community 
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of their existence after the manner of Carlyle's Poor Widow, who 
proved her sisterhood by infecting her district with typhus Will 
Parliament ignore the cry for deliverance from the tyranny of the 
rack-renter until deeds of violence compel its interference The 
Unhoused and the Overcrowded have suffered in silence hitherto ; 
it must not be supposed that they will for ever hold their peace. It 
must be recognised that the Housing of the People Question has 
now reached a critical stage and can no longer be ignored with 
safety. It has assumed proportions which defy the puny efforts of 
the local authorities; it demands the anxious and immediate 
attention of Parliament and calls for statesmanship of the highest 
order. The occasion calls for legislation of the heroic type ; and 
the nation awaits the advent of the statesman who will lead the 
people out of the bondage of the slum. 
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