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Mr Gotts, 3 Stifford House, Exmouth Street, E1 

My name is Fred, Alfred Gotts, and I was married in 1919. Born 2 January 1894 in Silver Street, Stepney. 

Those houses have all gone now. There were Silver Street, Gold Street, Pearl Place, Brilliant Street and 

Princes Street, all in a small group. I lied there as a boy, and when I was about 8 we moved into Gold Street. 

My sister had that house, after my Mum had gone, then they moved out to Morden to live, the two sisters. I 

took their house, I asked the landlord permission and he gave me a house and another shop. I lived there till 

I got bombed out during the war. 

P2 

We moved into Gold Street from Silver Street because it was a bigger house. They were all posh people, like 

schoolmasters and policemen and that. It was like Dempsey Street, all that area here was the posh part of 

Stepney. The rent was twelve shillings a week. Fourteen and six for the posh houses. And people used to 

have them as workshops. That’s how all the tailor master had their two rooms. One was a trouser-maker, 

one coat-maker. 

My brothers were Joe, Fred, Ted, Sid and Marky, he died young, he was the eldest. I was the youngest son. 

All the rest after me were girls. My mother had thirteen altogether, about a year apart. 
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My Dad was born in 1860, and I was born in 1894, so he would be 34 when I was born. My grandfather was 

from Shenfield, out in Essex. They used to change horses for the mail. The mail went from Whitechapel 

where the Eastern District Office was. They used to run to Colchester and Ipswich. They used to change 

horses at Romford, Braintree. I remember watching them leave there at twelve o’clock with four (horses) in 

hand and postmen working inside the mail van. It was the horses we were interested in, Dad was a 

horseman, my grandfathers, we were all inclined.  

When my Mum was young she was cigarmaker before she was married, which was an apprenticed job. She 

stopped when the children came along. 
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Dad was a carman, a driver. Used to drive three horses. That was his only job. He was never out of work. But 

he was very poorly paid. He was a licensed City carman. My grandfather was as well, and I was a City 

carman. You get a special licence from the police. We used to have to go every Easter bank Holiday to the 

Guildhall, and a man came out with a little furnace on, like a blacksmith’s. They’d pump it up and put an iron 

on it, then brand a different monogram on the cart every year. And you got a size for the cart. The police 

licence was brass and that went underneath the cart, and that allows you to stand in the City. 

You’d carry all sorts of goods, you worked for different firms. They wanted to hire a van to do a little job say 

the paper merchant wants you to take a load of paper or pick one up you’d go to the paper depot, over Old 

Kent Road. All the paper came up from Snodland, in Kent, where they printed the paper. And you’d take the 

paper to all the different firms that had bought them. 
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The top price for a driver was about 27 shillings, after the 1912 strike. This was the carmen, the start of the 

General Transport Union, starting to get together. Some places they only got paid a pound a week, and not 

paid for overtime. IT was very seldom that you got to work about 6 in the morning, and got home at twelve 

o’clock at night. 

There was a firm in the city in Gresham Street, Staling Lane, used to do all the asylums. And you took the 

goods to the asylum for them with your van. Well you was out best part till twelve o’clock always when you 

had that job. Because if you went to Epsom you had three deliveries at Epsom at the different asylums, time 

you got home it was twelve o’clock at night. So it was a hard live, up at five o’clock to go out towork. And 

before you go to work you cleaned your horse. And then you went out to work – hungry, perhaps, but you 

went to work. 

My father used to stable his horses at ‘Highway’ in Cable Street. Everybody has stables, two or three 

hundred horses. You didn’t pay for the stables, the firm you worked for had that stable. You only drove the 

horses for them. They had their own horses, farriers, harnessmaker, they had to have it.  
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Dad worked for a firm a good number of years in Stepney Green and they sold out to a bigger firm. That firm 

had a big City office and bought out all the smaller men. 

My Mum was born here in Stepney as well. Her Dad was a publican. He had a pub that closed near 

Whitechapel church. It became a Jewish Talmudtora where they learned the children to speak Yiddish and 

Hebrew. I was an air raid warden, a cyclist, and we had a depot round there at the top of Greenfield Street, 

and I went through that Greenfield Street through a courtway to Plumbers Row near it. It got burnt down in 

the war with the firebombs, and lay derelict for years. It is all built on now. 

Mum and Dad were about the same age and they were in their thirties when I was born, so Mum was born 

about 1860. I don’t think she worked after she was married. And I became a bit of a ‘helpmate’ as I call it to 

come in with a bit of money right from a kid going selling papers and things. 

And when I was fifteen I as a lord, because I found this littlegoldmine in the old factory where I was 

apprenticed. I saw old bits of bass in the dustbin, and we always learned to be ‘jackdaws’ finding things. And 

as soon as I saw that old brass I knew we could sell it. So when this boy saw what I was doing I said ‘do you 

want to go partners, so we tipped the bin over and sorted out all the brass. We put the dust back and keep 

the metal and we’d sell it. 

P7.  

So we did that every day. We had a little brush and shovel which we hid from the dustmen. They made 

fittings for electric lights, so we used to pick out all these pieces, screws and whatever, and we used t take 

fourteen fifteen pounds of a night from Clerkenwell to Stepney. And we used to put it in the rag shop in 

Church Street in Shoreditch. And when we went in at the end of the week he used to pay us. I’ve had nearly 

a hundredweight in there, and if you had fourpence a pound you had four hundred pence. That was a week’s 

work, and it didn’t cost us nothing. I gave most of that to my mother, though I stopped some for myself. 

Mum relied on me. 



 We finished on Fridays. I would go straight to Houndsditch and bought matches, or postcards, little electric 

sparklers that everybody bought at that time. It was a novelty, ha’penny sparkler. We used to buy a box of 

twelve for two shillings and nine pence a dozen and sell them for sixpence each. 
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We’d take them up the city, specially at Christmastime or firework time. Christmas time we used to go 

amongst the gentry as the working class and say ‘any sparklers?’ We had to hide them from the police as 

didn’t want you to have them because of fire prevention. And matches: we used to buy a gross of boxes for 

sevenpence and sold them a penny a dozen. Wherever you went you could buy them three boxes for a 

farthing, so there wasn’t any profit in the matches. We used to go up the Stock Exchange with a ll the gentry 

there, with hardly no clothes on, we never had no boots or socks. You’d sell them matches at six for a penny, 

but they only wanted one, so that was all profit for us. 

We’d have all sorts of scheming. Carry a person’s luggage. Say we saw a person coming out of Fenchurch 

Street with a parcel going to London Bridge. They never all had cabs, so we used to say ‘carry your parcel 

sir?’ and we’d carry the parcel over to London Bridge for them. They’d give you sixpence or more. 
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Many a time I’ve made more money than my father. A friend taught me all these tricks taking me to the City. 

Used to hire a barrow in the East End in Redmonds Road for tuppence a day. We’d keep it all day, and go 

down to Billingsgate Market, Leadenhall Market, and we’d fill up with boxes.  If you bought an orange box 

off a local fruiter he’d want threepence for it. So we got all this firewood for Mum for tuppence. 

My next brother Sid, he worked for a butcher in Leadenhall Market and he brought home all the empties. He 

also worked for a fruiterers there and they had loads of greengrocery boxes as well. He used to take his 

barrow and they were glad to get rid of them.  
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So I would be doing these sorts of things all day, up to twelve o’clock at night. Mother wasn’t worried about 

us. The pubs were all open until half past twelve at night. You come along Commercial Road or Whitechapel 

Road and every other house was a pub. And there were all lit up and people about. You would see fancy 

arches of gas lights. Gaskets you used to call them, didn’t have mantles then. School was all lit up with gas 

jets.  

We were allowed to go into the pubs. Nobody stopped us. As a little boy we used to run in and out of the 

pubs. You could buy what you wanted in the pub, beer for your Mum, or cigarettes. Some publicans 

wouldn’t let you, but others would. 
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We had four rooms in our house, and then the kitchen and the yard at the back. There was a big room 

upstairs, because it went over the passage, then downstairs a front room and back room. The upstairs was 

for sleeping. Once we had a lodger, and when the war came we let a room about for about five bob a week, 

so not much. 



Mum never paid anyone to come in and help: she never had the money. Even when I was married she used 

to come round and ask me to lend her the rent. Well, I gave her the rent, because things weren’ttoo bright. 

Then when the war came that cooked everything. 

My mother and sisters did the washing. We never worried about underclothes, as long as you had a shirt. 

We wasn’t cold, we was tough, we were brought up rough. Mum could mend clothes, but they were very 

cheap to buy. You could get a suit down Stepney for thirty shillings, a pair of trousers forseven and six, eight 

bob. A shirt was half a crown. I’ve got an old book with an advertisement for shirts in the City for five and 

six:lovely white shirts, not rough made, good made. 
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I belonged to a Sunday School and they used to send us away with a suit every year. My sisters could all 

make clothes, as they were apprenticed into the tailoring. 

I was the shoemaker from when I was fifteen. I took a contract and mended all the firemen’s boots at 

Whitechapel. Then they said they could get it done cheaper, so I told them it’s up to them. I used to get 

twenty-eight shillings for eight pair. Three and six a pair it was. And they reckoned they could get them done 

for sixpence a pair less. I used to repair them with their leather. They used to give me their stuff nails, heel 

bore, everything. They were so pleased with the way I brought them back all plished up, these stock boots. I 

used to do three lots a week, so twenty-four pair a week. Where my Dad was earning twenty-five bob a 

week I was getting three times that. 

P 13 

You buy a pair of shows for about six shillings for heavy men’s working shows. Eight shillings or so and you 

get a good pair. I didn’t have hand-me-down shoes, they used to buy me new shoes. There were lots of little 

bootmakers making working men’s boots. Now I need surgical boots. Some makers had a different person 

who knocked the nails in. They were mostly riveted boots with brass or iron rivets. Brass didn’t rot the 

uppers, so they were better. But they used to turn out their boots very cheap: real cut away prices. 

So Mother had to spend quite a lot on boots, but that’s how they went. My mother-in-law had twenty-two 

children. He was a furrier by trade. She was Jewish, and her father was an assistant secretary to Disraeli. 

There was a big frame in my brother-in-law’s flat here in Stepney that belonged to a society called the 

Primrose League. There was a chap in Whitechapel name of Hawkins, a wholesale grocer, and he wasone of 

their heads as well. 


