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Introduction

In 1851 the social explorer Henry Mayhew counted thirty-seven street markets 
in London. These periodic gatherings of costermongers and street sellers sold 
fruit, vegetables, fish and a great range of other commodities from barrows and 
stalls in the open air, especially on Saturday nights:

The sights, as you elbow your way through the crowd, are … multifarious. Here 
is a stall glittering with new tin saucepans; there another, bright with its blue 
and yellow crockery, and sparkling with white glass. Now you come to a row 
of old shoes arranged along the pavement … This stall is green and white with 
bunches of turnips – that red with apples, the next yellow with onions, and 
another purple with pickling cabbages … Go to whatever corner of the metrop-
olis you please … and there is the same shouting and the same struggling to get 
the penny profit out of the poor man’s Sunday dinner.1

Just over forty years later, in 1893, a London County Council report listed 
112 street markets, a threefold increase during a period when London’s 
population had roughly doubled (see map 1). The thirteen largest markets 
each had over a hundred stalls, and sold a wide range of products that 
included food, household goods and clothing. ‘Nearly everything required for 
personal consumption or home use can be obtained here’, was the report’s 
verdict on Chrisp Street, typical of the larger markets, and it noted that the 
street markets ‘undoubtedly fulfill a most useful purpose … Costermongers 
are keenly alive in ascertaining when produce is at exceptionally low prices, 
and are always ready to purchase and distribute an almost unlimited quantity 
when this is the case.’2

Around forty years later still, in 1932, the London School of Economics’ 
New Survey of London Life and Labour recorded another steep rise in the total 
number of stalls, up by around 50 per cent since the turn of the century, and 
therefore once more outstripping population growth.3 By this date the street 
markets were serving a growing consumer culture not just with food, household 
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1 London Street Markets 1851 and 1893, based on the lists of markets in Henry 
Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor (1851) and London County Council’s 
London Street Markets report (1893), Appendix C. Map by Robert Sinfi eld
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goods and old clothes, but with the cheap luxuries of consumer modernity. 
Second-hand clothes had largely been replaced by mass-market fashions and 
silk stockings, and magazines, gramophones, gramophone records and even 
‘contraceptive devices’ were now all sold on the stalls.4 The New Survey, like the 
LCC report before it, paid tribute (if slightly grudgingly) to the role of the street 
markets:

In a Utopia their existence would certainly not be tolerated. In a Utopia, how-
ever, there would be no poverty, and if the street markets were abolished 
to-day, the poor would certainly suffer … In poor neighbourhoods the tradition 
of the street markets flourishes and forms a cheerful and colourful link with a 
past that goes back to Bartholomew Fair and beyond.5

Across the 1850–1939 period the street markets played a vital role in supply-
ing and provisioning London: there wasn’t much that could be bought in a shop 
that couldn’t also be had (and probably cheaper) from a market stall. As is indi-
cated in figures 1, 2 and 3 (images that are similar in chronological span to the 
three written descriptions already quoted), the markets were vibrant and noisy 
focal points in many localities, dominating the East End’s retail culture, enliv-
ening sprawling suburbs, and inserted into the back streets of Soho and other 
West End areas. They formed an important part of the fabric of urban life, and 
as the city expanded and changed, so did they. In the mid-nineteenth century 
Mayhew had attempted to dissect the London character from his  interviews 

1 ‘Saturday Night in the East End’, Good Words, November 1868
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with street sellers and costermongers, and by the early twentieth century the 
idea that working-class Londoners were the way they were because ‘the streets 
demand quick wits and rapid, decided action’ was firmly established.6 In 1937, 
just a few years after the New Survey described the street markets’ ‘cheerful and 
colourful’ nature, the musical Me and My Girl opened in the West End. As its 
central character, costermonger Bill Snibson, led a cast of Cockney characters 
and crusty aristocrats in dancing and singing the ‘Lambeth Walk’ (named after 
a London street market), it was clear that the street markets had not just provi-
sioned the city, but had come to occupy a central role in its myths too.7

* * *
Selling from stalls on the street is recorded in London as far back as the medieval 
period, when Cheapside and Eastcheap were thriving shopping streets, lined 
with both shops and stalls. The ‘cheap’ element in the names of these streets 
derives from Old English ceap, to barter or bargain, and hence denotes a market.8 
Until comparatively recently the basic models used by retail historians have 
included an evolutionary analysis of the development of shopping that sees 
it change from primitive to sophisticated, from small-scale to large-scale, from 
markets to shops.9 James B. Jefferys’ classic 1954 account describes how from the 
nineteenth into the twentieth centuries, ‘decaying and moribund institutions 
such as fairs and markets disappeared or completely changed their character 
and purpose’.10 According to the economic historians Michael Ball and David 
Sunderland, in London ‘one of the most visible signs of economic change in 

2 ‘Saturday Night in the East End’, in Richard Harding Davis, Our English Cousins, 1894
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3 Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, ‘Berwick Street Market: general view’, in Mary Benedetta, The Street 
Markets of London, 1936

the nineteenth century was the expansion of shopping’, and Richard Tames in 
his Feeding London claims that this growth in shops meant that street selling was 
‘increasingly marginal’ with only ‘vestigial significance’ by the mid-nineteenth 
century.11 In this context, the London street markets of the later nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, those described by Mayhew, London County 
Council and the LSE’s New Survey, with their links ‘back to Bartholomew Fair 
and beyond’, have been seen by some commentators as little more than the sur-
vival of an essentially outmoded retail form into an age when modern  retailers 
(department stores, chain stores and co-operatives) apparently dominated. As 
Jon Stobart and Ilja Van Damme state, markets in the modern period have been 
viewed as nothing more than ‘remnants of the past’.12 Yet clearly London’s 
street markets were growing in number, size and scope from the 1850s to the 
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1930s. They did not merely persist, but expanded, and the selling of novel 
consumer products such as silk stockings and gramophone records suggests that 
they found a role within consumer modernity.

In recent years economic and retail historians have begun to break from 
the simplicities of the evolutionary model of retail development to consider the 
complex ways in which different retail forms coexist and traditional  structures 
– including markets – can respond to new times.13 Ian Mitchell, for instance, 
comments that markets ‘have a tendency to reinvent themselves to cope with 
changing circumstances’, and Stobart and Van Damme support this proposal.14 
Recent studies by Judith Walkowitz (of Berwick Street market in Soho in 
the 1920s and 1930s) and Peter Jones (of Whitecross Street market) have 
analysed the development of these individual London markets squarely in the 
context of modernity, adding to a small older literature on the role of Britain’s 
provincial markets within changing nineteenth- and twentieth-century retail 
cultures.15 James Winter deals with some aspects of the history of the street 
markets in the wider context of an excellent history of London’s streets, and 
Christopher Breward’s work on Camden Market, although it considers a much 
later period, indicates how markets fit into the broader geographies of the 
consumer city.16

This book attempts to add a detailed account of street markets across 
London to this picture, exploring their history from the mid-nineteenth to the 
mid-twentieth centuries, from the moment when Mayhew observed a grow-
ing number of Saturday night markets, to the eve of the Blitz. At this point, 
the destruction caused by wartime bombing, subsequent slum clearance and 
the move to a regime of more assertive urban planning caused some disjuncture 
in the story of the street markets, and this is why this book does not extend 
into the post-war period. The first and most straightforward question this book 
asks is whether the street markets looked forward as well as backward, in a 
street culture of selling that had as much to do with the particular conditions 
of the modern urban metropolis as it did with pre-modern models of market 
exchange in the open air. What was the relationship between London’s street 
markets and modernity?

* * *
The period between the mid-nineteenth century and the Second World War 
was one of enormous change in London. Between the 1851 Census and 1939 the 
population grew from 2.7 to 8.6 million, so that London on the eve of conflict 
had a bigger population than at any time in its history, until that high-water 
mark was surpassed some time in early 2015 to set a new maximum in the city’s 
history of gigantism.17 London’s geographical area expanded rapidly as the city 
spread outwards to cover its rural hinterland with industry (predominantly in 
the east) and suburbs, linked to the centre by new transport networks.18 And as 
the city grew, its old heart was simultaneously transformed, with ancient streets 
ripped out and areas of poverty and slum ‘rookeries’ cleared away to create new 
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routes and grand buildings – with the aim both of improving circulation and 
rooting out degradation.19

As London grew, it grew more wealthy. The city had long been a centre 
of luxury consumption for the privileged few, and in the second half of the 
nineteenth century that role expanded.20 The West End in particular pro-
vided numerous opportunities for leisure and entertainment, and a network 
of consuming institutions, chief among which were the department stores.21 
Throughout the nineteenth century the middle class was growing and prosper-
ing, so that consumer activity spread more widely across the social spectrum 
than ever before. Towards the end of the century the working classes too began 
at last to feel the benefits of industrialisation in gradually improving living 
standards.22 Yet London was characterised by extreme contrasts of wealth and 
poverty, particularly acute in the earlier part of the 1850–1939 period, and by no 
means overcome by its end. The majority of London’s population was working- 
class, and within that majority a substantial minority was trapped in casualised 
work on depressed wages.23 In the post-1918 period, after the social, political 
and economic upheavals of the First World War, London’s economy entered 
a distinct new phase with the emergence of technology-driven light industries, 
and a partial end to the problem of casual labour, but not of poverty.24

Across the whole period, the governance of London was transformed in 
several stages, as new institutions were created in an attempt to bring coherence 
to the patchwork of authorities that oversaw the administration of the unwieldy 
metropolis. The establishment of the city-wide Metropolitan Board of Works in 
1855 allowed for infrastructure planning, and the creation of London County 
Council in 1888 introduced democratic city governance with a wider remit. Yet 
the persistence of the City Corporation (inheritor of the medieval authority 
that still pertained within the ‘square mile’ territory of the City of London, the 
financial district) continued as a source of tension and contestation.25

All these issues form a backdrop to the story of the street markets. The 
city’s class structure, the shape of its exchange economy, its rich culture of con-
sumption and leisure, the developing geography of its streets, and the tensions 
around its government were instrumental in shaping the context in which the 
street markets operated. In modern London, arguably the greatest (certainly 
the largest) of the world’s ‘world cities’, the street markets proliferated and 
flourished. Their business model was a simple one, based on exchange in its 
purest form, and for much of the period under discussion here they were barely 
regulated, occupying space on the ground in defiance of urban planning or 
municipal control, yet always threatened by it. The street markets were often 
criticised by voices in local and national government and politics, yet simultane-
ously their utility was recognised, and for the working-class public they were an 
essential, and even loved, part of everyday life, the source not just of cheap food 
and commodities, but of sensory stimulation and social interaction, of pleasure 
and leisure, and of complex notions about what London was, what it looked 
like, and what it meant to be a Londoner. Unlike many other British towns and 
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cities, where open-air markets were rehoused in covered buildings during the 
course of the nineteenth century, in London the markets stayed on the streets.26 
This diverging history contributed to the sense that the street markets helped to 
mark the distinct character of the capital city.

* * *
This book is founded upon its author’s background as a historian of design 
and material culture, seeking to understand and document the materiality of 
ordinary lives, and particularly British working-class lives. The investigation 
of London’s street markets sits naturally within such a concern, as the markets 
were the primary site of the consuming activities that supported home and 
family in the city. The initial impetus of this study is therefore to understand 
the street markets materially, using the design historian’s focus upon objects – 
whether those objects be the diverse goods that were on sale, the barrows and 
stalls on which they were displayed, the lights that lit the markets, the sideshow 
entertainments, or even the markets themselves as ‘things’ – composite objects 
placed within the street environment, and interacting with it.

If the concern with objects and materiality remains central, then this book 
also spins its narratives wider. This is partly to root understanding of the street 
markets in the complex determining factors of the rapidly growing city, and 
partly to encompass the cultural ramifications of the street markets, which 
commenced as materially constituted spaces of exchange yet quickly became 
generators of culture. In order to formulate interpretive strategies, I use a 
number of analytical frames that are drawn broadly from the fields of social, 
cultural and economic history and related areas in anthropology and sociology. 
The dominant frame is captured in a single term, ‘informality’. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries London’s ‘street’ markets were also 
known by an alternative name; they were the ‘unauthorised markets’, a cate-
gorisation that distinguished them from the authorised, formal markets, places 
such as the fruit, vegetable and flower market at Covent Garden, which was 
housed in a grand market building and contrasted strongly with the unplanned 
street markets’ occupation of kerbside locations. In the early stages of my 
research, informality was one concept among many, but it gradually moved 
to the fore as a ruling interpretive principle; it is impossible to understand 
the street markets without first considering that they were informal, irregular, 
organically constituted, only erratically documented, with little or no status 
within the law, and largely overlooked by the developing apparatus of busi-
ness regulation. This book’s second big question, therefore, asks what can be 
discovered by applying the concept of informality to London’s street markets 
in this period.

The concept of informality originated in the early 1970s with Keith Hart’s 
ground-breaking ethnography carried out in Accra, Ghana, which has been 
developed by economists, anthropologists and sociologists as a way of making 
sense of small-scale productive, trading and service activities that operate 
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on the margins of more organised economies. Hart conducted his study in 
a slum district where large numbers of people were ‘not touched by wage 
employment’ and where official statistics (such as the census) identified large-
scale unemployment.27 Yet Hart found not enforced idleness, but an array of 
enterprises that ranged from growing and selling vegetables to construction 
work, tailoring, vehicle repair, laundry, illegal gambling – and street selling.28 
Informal activity such as this has been defined simply as ‘the myriad ways 
of making a living outside the formal economy’, a definition that operates 
by identifying informality with reference to the formal institutions that it 
dodges or ignores (or that ignore it), and considering both economic and legal 
contexts.29 A further characteristic is the issue of visibility: the sort of economic 
activity that Hart analysed was very apparent on the street, yet completely 
overlooked, to the point of being rendered invisible, in the economic analyses 
that formed the basis, in the Ghanaian context, of government and World Bank 
policy.30 And informality concerns not just the type of activity involved, or its 
documentation (or otherwise) by official bodies, but also the people involved 
in it, who are often economically and socially marginal, and therefore unable 
to access the economy in more formal ways. Such people frequently include 
migrants (many of Hart’s respondents were internal migrants from rural areas) 
and women.31

While many scholars of the informal economy stress how difficult it is to 
formulate simple definitions,32 the three factors above are commonly cited, 
and all apply to the London street markets, suggesting that it might make 
sense to look at these markets through the lens of informality. London’s street 
markets were categorised as unauthorised, defining them in opposition to the 
London markets that did have formal legal status, as well as in relation to rate- 
and tax-paying fixed-premises shopkeepers. Their invisibility to certain sorts 
of state-led information gathering is exemplified in the inquiry of the Royal 
Commission on Market Rights and Tolls (1888–91), which excluded the street 
markets from its investigation on the grounds that they were not authorised, 
failing to record their activities.33 The development of the London street mar-
kets across the period of this study was driven in large part by the small-scale 
entrepreneurial efforts of people otherwise marginalised in London’s economy. 
Such people included migrants to the city, and women who turned to informal 
work because it offered the flexibility to balance normative domestic obligations 
with earning.34

The idea of informality originated in developing economies, although econ-
omists and sociologists have more recently recognised its appearance in devel-
oped nations in the contemporary post-industrial world.35 Can it also be useful 
in historical analysis? There have been polite nods of recognition between early 
proponents of informality and historians. Hart’s 1973 paper briefly mentions 
‘the high degree of informality in the economic lives of the nineteenth- century 
London poor’, and historians Gareth Stedman Jones and John Benson have both 
recorded their debts to ethnographic accounts of developing-world economies 
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in making sense of nineteenth-century casual and informal labour.36 However, 
on the whole historians have been slow to examine the implications of informal-
ity, as is noted by Danielle van den Heuvel, whose own analysis of street selling 
in the early modern period in continental Europe is an exception to this lack.37 
Thomas Buchner and Philip R. Hoffmann-Rehnitz’s work on ‘shadow econo-
mies and irregular work’ is another significant contribution: these historians, 
and others, have developed the idea of informality in a largely early-modern 
and continental European context; I apply the idea to London in the modern 
period, drawing also on John Benson’s Penny Capitalists (1983), which was an 
early attempt to uncover some aspects of the informal economy in nineteenth- 
century Britain.38

Informality is a concept founded upon the tension between more or less 
firmly established legal and economic frameworks, and certain sorts of activities 
that ignore, bypass or oppose such frameworks. I am neither a historian of the 
law, nor of the economy: Andrew Godley (who is an economic historian) asks 
what happens when we put culture into economics.39 I reverse the formulation, 
asking what happens when we take a phenomenon that is defined by economic 
(and legal) characteristics, and investigate not only these characteristics but 
also their cultural (and material-cultural) effects. This book commences with 
an examination of the economic and legal characteristics of informality in the 
London street markets, and traces this through the things that were traded, 
the material qualities of the streets themselves, and the people who sold and 
bought. From here I move to the street markets’ role in the ‘performance’ of 
London, taking the concept of informality through a cultural turn. My third 
big question is to ask how understanding London’s street markets as essentially 
informal allows us to see the city differently.

Within the ruling frame of informality, I deploy a number of (often related 
and overlapping) concepts. These include the aforementioned material culture 
approaches, which I access in part through a focus on the street markets as 
complex (and sometimes overwhelming) sensory environments; analysis of 
materiality and sensory properties overlaps, and ‘the senses … are the medium’ 
though which material culture can be accessed.40 The street markets occupied 
both space and time in London’s streets, and unlike fixed shops, which are static 
in space and constantly present in time, street markets are fluid in relation to 
both. They appear at the start of the day and disappear at its end, and while 
tenacious in their occupation of certain streets, as informal entities they may 
shift in constitution, and even be cleared away entirely. Henri Lefebvre’s rhyth-
manalysis attempts to understand cities through this relationship of space and 
time: ‘everywhere where there is interaction between a place, a time, and an 
expenditure of energy, there is rhythm’, says Lefebvre: ‘time and space, the cycli-
cal and the linear, exert a reciprocal action’.41 The sometimes uneven rhythms 
of the street markets perhaps represent an alternative, or overlooked, aspect of 
modernity, just as the informal economy shadows the development of modern 
capitalist exchange.
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The idea of informality implies a converse notion of formality, or control, 
and to understand this further I have turned to notions of governmentality. 
As Patrick Joyce has shown, the nineteenth century was the period when the 
liberal ‘rule of freedom’ was instituted in many cities.42 Liberalism was about 
creating conditions in which freedom could flourish, and for the street market 
the freedoms at stake might be contradictory: street selling conflicted with 
circulation, for instance, yet limiting street stalls restricted the operations of 
free trade. Alongside consideration of mechanisms of control I place the carni-
valesque. Mikhail Bakhtin centres his analysis of this phenomenon in the physical 
space of the marketplace, and it is difficult to ignore his characterisation of the 
market as the centre of popular festivity and rituals of misrule that symbolically 
challenge authority.43 The cultural historians Peter Stallybrass and Allon White 
have used Bakhtin to analyse many aspects of British and European culture, 
taking forward the idea of transgression, the confusion of cultural categories of 
high and low.44 The idea of the carnivalesque allows a sophisticated appreciation 
of the combative play between high and low in culture, and is a useful tool 
in understanding how the street markets were enthusiastically represented in 
depictions of London’s ‘low’ culture. Control and freedom; rule of law and the 
territory of the street; high and low – all these are important in analysing the 
street markets, and all can perhaps be better understood by juxtaposing ideas of 
governmentality with the inversions of carnival.

The analytical frames that shape this research are not discrete. As might 
be expected of contexts that are all useful for the analysis of a single empirical 
subject, the London street market, they overlap and intersect, drawing on some 
common theorists and common themes. Yet they are diverse, and I am keenly 
aware that this is a varied set of analytical tools. I make only half an apology for 
this, however, and for cross-pollinating ideas across disciplines (and geographies 
and historical periods), on the pragmatic grounds that all these frames have 
been useful to generate plausible interpretations. I have been careful in my 
application of these ideas, qualifying them where necessary and making them 
servant to my evidence and not its master. The London street market was, in 
any case, a very diverse, heterodox and contradictory thing, and it thus seems 
appropriate to approach it with diverse tools. As Peter Stallybrass and Allon 
White comment in their discussion of the market, ‘only hybrid notions are 
appropriate to such a hybrid place’.45

* * *
How is it best to structure a history in which events-based narrative, while 
present, is not dominant? While there were clear and important changes and 
developments in London’s street markets that took place between 1850 and 
1939, there were also many continuities, and a straightforwardly chronological 
structure that retells events in time-based divisions will hardly do for a subject 
that is about the fine grain of everyday experience, and activities that often 
persisted across time. It might have been possible to use the analytical frames 
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just discussed as a structuring mechanism, but this too would be unsatisfactory, 
in that dealing with these frames one at a time would separate out modes of 
analysis that will serve better if they can be brought into juxtaposition and 
interaction. I have chosen instead to shape my chapters in response to the 
street markets themselves. Chapter 1 asks ‘What is a street market?’ and is this 
book’s chief attempt at a narrative history. It is my opening gambit in defining 
the street markets as informal entities, setting out not just their growth and 
development, but also their changing relationship to the law and their ongoing 
unauthorised status. The following chapter, ‘Things’, develops further the idea 
of informality by placing the street markets and the goods they sold into the 
context of London’s broader economy. Chapter 3, ‘Streets’, deals with the places 
where the markets occurred and the claim they made upon both space and time 
there. Chapter 4, ‘People’, analyses the traders who did the selling, looking at 
how the street markets generated types and stereotypes that moved gradually 
to the centre of definitions of the working-class Londoner. The final chapter 
deals with ‘Performance’, both as an aspect of the street market itself, but also 
as the primary mode by which it came to influence wider culture in staged 
representations of London and Londoners.

* * *
The journey to this research commenced in two different places. One was in 
Saturday morning trips to my local street market in an inner suburb of south-
east London, a place I came to love as the source of fruit and vegetables that 
were cheap, abundant and varied (in quality as well as type), where I slowly 
began to be recognised by a few of the friendlier stallholders, and where I 
rubbed shoulders with a cross-section of the magnificently diverse community 
in which I live. The other was in the archives, where, in the course of an earlier 
research project, I met repeated references to London’s street markets in autobi-
ographies, social explorations and journalism. The markets were vivid in these 
accounts, and the descriptions of crowded streets lined with stalls, heaped with 
things, filled with noise, in which sensual enjoyment and easy-going sociability 
were contrasted with desperation, poverty, chaos and filth seemed to offer a rich 
seam of analysis for understanding the material culture of the city, especially 
for its poorer inhabitants. I am keenly aware that these routes into the subject 
might suggest the danger of either romanticism or nostalgia. All I can say in 
reply is that this book is an exploration and not a celebration, and to make a 
final assertion (a bold one for a historian) that the street markets might not 
just have useful lessons to teach us about history, but also a role to play in the 
contemporary world of global capitalism with its big-business blandness, of 
corporate domination of the high street, and of the resurgence of informality in 
the ‘gig economy’.
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