VIII,—THE FISH SUPPLY OF LONDON.

[From the LONDON QUARTERLY REVIEW.*]

1. Report of Spencer TWalpole, esq., Inspector of Fisheries to the Home Office, on the destruo-
tion of fisk at Billingsgate, in consequence of the alleged inadequate accommodations at
Billingsgate Market. (Ordered by House of Commons to be printed July 20, 1881.)

2. Report to the Common Council from the Iish Supply Committes appointed by the Corpo-

ration of the City of London. (October 31, 1881.)
3. Minutes of evidence taken before Special Commiltecs of the Lords and Commons upon the

London Riverside Fish Market Bill. (Session of 1882.)

Nearly thirty years have passed since the publication in our pages of
an article which produced no ordinary impression at the time of its ap-
Pearance. In that article, having for its subject ¢ The commissariat of
Londou,” we ask our readers to imagine that the principal meal of the
day was proceeding in a well-to-do metropolitan home, and we endeav-
ored to trace to their sources the various edibles consecutively put upon
the table—the fish to its ocean-bed ; the flocksand herds to their downs
and pastures ; the wild animal to its Jair; the game to its covert; the
fruit to its orchard ; the bread to its parent cornfield—in order to point
out how they are fattened, netted, trapped, captured, bagged, gathered,
harvested, and conveyed to their ultimate destination, *the great red

ane of London humanity.”

It was natural under these circumstances that wo should begin with
fish. Although we devoted no more than nine pages to chronicling the
Operations then carried on in “Mr. Buuning’s new market at Billings-
gato,” it could hardly have escaped the notice of an intelligent reader
that « tho harvdst of the sea,” being, as Mr. Spencer Walpole and Pro-
fessor Huxley assure us, ¢ practically inexhaustible,” could not be

horoughly described, or, indeed, be more than glanced at within so
Tief a compass. Weo told our readers what fish are ordinarily brought
0 Billingsgate at that time; but of the fish which, were it not for the
limiteq area and inaccessibility of Londow’s only market, might be
Tought there, wo said nothing. The total supply of fish sent annually
f‘o Billingsgato about the year 1853, as given in Mr. Horace Mayhew’s
London Labor and the London Poor,” scemed to us so0 enormous,
hat we submitted the table to an undeniable authority, who assured
U8 that it was no over-statement. What would he now have said if

*No. GOCVIIL, October, 1882. pp. 231 to 242. s
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told that the volume of fish sent to Billingsgate was nearly three times
larger in 1880 than in 1853; that within the last six yearsit has increased
from 95,000 to 130,000 tons per annum, and that this latter igure means a
supply of 400 tous of fish for every working day, being, according to
Mr. Edward Birkbeck, M. P.,, equivalent to a drove of 1,000 fat oxen
entering London upon every one of 313 days in each current year?

Surprising as this statement may appear to many, it is neverthcless
beyond a peradventure-that of the cheaper and coarser kinds of fish
which would enter directly into the consumption of the poorer classes
an absolutely illimitable supply might Le poured into the metropolis by
river if a suitable market, open at all hours and accessible at all states
of the tide, were available to receive it. Before showing what sort of
fish market it is absolutely necessary that London should have, we
propose to reveal what, at this mowent, Billingsgate is. The materials
for describing it lie close at hand. They may be gathered in abundance
from Mr. Spencer Walpole’s report to the home office; from that of
the fish committee appointed Ly the corporation of the city of Lon-
don, to which Billingsgate belongs; and, passim, from the evidence
given before the two special compittecs of the Lords and Commons,
which sat last session, to consider the ¢ London Riverside fish market
bill.” Better, however, than any deseription would be the practical
experience gained by a Londoner who had sufficient energy and curi-
osity to pay Billingsgate a visit between the hours of 5 and 9
upon a Friday morning, the best day in the week for secing it to ad-
vantdge. There is an Eastern saying, to the effect that the distance
between the ear and the eye is very small, but the difference between
hearing and seeing very great. Readine is but another form of hear-
ing and to those who care to understand what the Billingsgate monopoly
means, wo would recommend a visit to the famous market upon the first
morning of a week-day that may suit their convenience. )

Billingsgate market (concerning the antiquity of which there is a dif
ference of opinion between those who hold, with Mr. Walter Thornbury,
that it owes its origin to Belin, a king of the native Britons, who flour-
ished 400 years B. C., and others who maintain, with Stow, that a man
called Billing, or Beling, owned a wharf upon the same spot, presnmd”
bly in Queen Elizabeth’s reign) is now and has been the property of
the city of London for so long a time that it is not easy to calculaie the
amount of revenue already brought in by it. It has a frontage to the
river of 200 feet, and a superficial area of 40,000 square feet, which ared®
affords sites to seventeen shops and two large public houses, although
since the ¢ Riverside fish market bill” came before Parliament, the¢
site of one of these public houses has been voluntarily thrown into the
market.

The interior of this metropolitan emporium of fish, being obviously faf
too narrow for the business transacted there, is divided into spaces OF
forms placed in such close contiguity to each other that the customers
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Purchasing at one form interfere with those who would fain approach
its neighbor. The price charged for the forms is excessively high, being
at the rate of 9d. a square foot per week for each. Billingsgate is situated
above that portion of the river call the Upper Pool, which carries
more floating traffic than any other reach of water approaching it in
8129 upon the face of the globe, so that the dangers of navigation to
which cutters and steamers approaching the market by night are ex-
bosed exceed description. The width of the portion of the river oppo-
site to Billingsgate left open for navigation does not exceed 200 feet.
In front of the market, on the water side, there is a large floating pon-
toon, but the stecamers are not allowed to come alongside it in order to
unload, being compelled to'lie off at a distance of nearly 100 feet from .
the market quay, and to land their fish along planlks thrown out from the
steamer to a barge, and from this barge to the floating pontoon. Every
pound of fish brought by steamer and landed from the river at Billings-

gate is carried along these planks upon men’s heads. Only two roads,

one from and one to the steamers, are permitted to exist, and as the men
dently impossible to land

have no choice but to follow cach other itis evi

a‘ large quantity of fish before the market ci08€5 at nine in the morning.
The result is that fresh figh is often thrown away, because it will not
keep until 5 o’clock upon the following morning. This being the plight
to which fish-carrying steamers are reduced, the trials and difficulties
awajting sailing cutters entitle them to still greater commiseration.
Being sharp-bottomed vessels they have tolie out in the stream, and to
l“_"d their fish, at considerable expense, in barges. There were once s0me
Piles in the river to which the cutters could make fast, but the market
authorities drew them. It ought, in addition, to be mentioned that the
Work of landing fish along the planks which we have just described is
dangerous to the men engaged in it, and all the more so because during
half the year it is done in the dark. Accidents bappen frequently, and
Oceasionally there is a loss of life. The unnecessary expense entailed
I this manner upon those who consign fish to Billingsgate may be in-
f(‘l‘red from the fact which came out in cvidence that the largest firm
In the trade had in 1880 to pay £4,321 9s. 4d., and in 1881, £4,854, 8s.
7d. for landing their cargoes, an outlay which, had it been possible for
their steamers to moor at the market quay, would have been entirely
avoided, and which, of course,'ca.me ultimately out of the pockets of the
Consumers, '

erc'[gile approach to Billingsgate mar
feet lames street, a thoroughfare W
It 't wide, and along which not more -

‘fO“OWS; therefore, that only two streams of traffic can flow along it
8t the same time, and thus, if a van is being unpacked at the market,
One of the two streams is temporarily blocked. If an accident of the
MOst trivial kind should occur the whole of the traffic is brought to &
Stand still.  Six vans, and no more than six, can unload side by side at

ket from the land side is along Low-
bich is from twenty-eight to thirty
than two vans can pass abreast.
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the same time. The market opens at 5 o’clock a. m., before which hour
no fish is allowed to be sold. As there are no vacant spaces or “lay-
byes,” for carts, for costermonger’s barrows, and for vans, the streets
adjoining the market are completely blocked as the hour of 5 a. m. ap-
proaches. The scene is of a nature to fill the spectator who witnesses
it for the first time with wonder that, in the largest and most civilized
capital upon the face of the globe, such a disgraceful anachronism
should have been tolerated for so a long a time. Ivery lane and street
leading to Lower Thames street is choked with costermonger’s bar-
rows and with fishmonger’s earts, which extend as far as Cannon Street
- Arch, King William street, Monument Yard, East-cheap, and Tower
Hill. The market, as we have already laid, closes at 9 a. m. When
the clock strikes nine the police interfere and clear all the closely-packed
vehicles, sometimes amounting to nearly four thousand in number, out
of the city, in order to make way for the ordinary day traffic of the
streets.

The market being open for four hours only, it follows, as a matter of
course, that there are many customers who cannot complete their pur-
chases before their barrows and vehicles are driven away. The nearest
points to which they can retire are Tower Hill, Tooley street, or some
other convenient spot outside the city bounds, where they wait until
the fish is brought to them upon the heads of porters who charge heavy
fees, and waste, into the bargin, no smnsall amount of precious time.

So far as costermongers and fishmongers are concerned, the Billings-
gate trade ceases at 9 a. m. After that hour the reign of the middle-
man or “bummaree” commences. It is of little moment to inquire how
old this word may be, or whether, as suggested by Mr. Walter Thorn-
bury, it is of Dutch origin, but at least itis certain that bummarees
were known to Robert Burns's friend, the antiquarian and wag, Cap-
tain Grose. We find in Jonathan Bee’s Lexicon Balatronicumn, or
Slang Dictionary, published in 1823, that ¢“bummaree” is defined a8
“the man who at Billingsgate takes the place of the salesman, and
generally after 8 o’clock a. m. buys the last lot. Derived partly {rom
mare, the sea, to which most of them have been addicted.” Writing
in 1853, Mr. Mayhes says: ¢ The market opens at 4 a. m., but for the
first two hours it is attended solely by the regular fishmongers and by
bummarees. As soon as these are gone the costers’ sale begins.
Many of the costers who deal usually in vegetables buy a little fish, es
pecially if it is cheap, on the Friday, which is the fast day of the Irish;
not to mention that the wives of mechanics run short of money at tho
end of the week and are compelled to eke out their dinners with fish.”
Since Mr. Mayhew wrote these words there has been a slight changé
in the conduct of the market. At present the bummaree is the first
to reach and the last to leave the market. He is still of great use, bub
not so necessary as in 18533, At that time fish were sold in large lotsy
which the buminaree, as a member of the Billingsgate ring, bought, andy
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having broken them up into smaller lots, sold to little buyers. Now, how-
over, the large factors sell by auction, offering only one package or box
containing at most 1 cwt. of fish at a time. This lot fetches from 1. up
to £7., according to the description and quality of fish contained in it.
Thus the ishmonger and coster have a fair chance of Lidding against
What is called ¢ the trade,” but it is the bummaree’s province to sort
and divide tho contents of each box into fish of different sizes for the
convenience of the retailer. After 9 a. m. the auctionecers are obliged
to sell or throw away the fish still left on band, and the bummarees,
%cting in concert, have it in their power to fix the price at which it is
knocked down. The result is that many lots aroe “for g song,” and that
Occasionally large quantities are thrown away, which, if retail fishmon-
gers and costermongers could make their way to the market at any
hour of the day, would infallibly be sold at fair prices, instead of being
Bacrified or wasted as is now the case. ‘

In his interesting evidence before the Lords committee, Mr. Spencer

o alpole defined the position and occupation of the bummaree as fol-

W8

“The ordinary course of business is for the wholesale salesman to sell
fish to the retailer; butin Billingsgate the bummareo steps in between
the two men. He buys the fish after market hours from the wholesale
salestnan, and takes the chance of selling it in the course of the day ata
Profit to the retailers. Therefore, as I understand the matter, he occ-
?{es very much the same position as the man who used to be called the

forestaller’ or ‘regrater’ in the corn market at the beginning of the
eentury.’)

Far be it from us to rail against the bummareo. As the matter
2OW stands he fulfills very useful functions, but it cannot be denied that
18 very existence is due to the deficiency and inadequacy of the marke.t
W which he conduets his operations. When a new wholesale and retail
emporium has been established upon the river side we trust that the

Ulmmaree may emulate the cxamplo of that sagacious guard to the

dinburgh mail who gothimself couverted into a stroker, and thus found
& new vocation to engage his attention. At present the bummaree
Stands between the costermongers, who represent the poor of London,
4nd the fish for which they are clamoring. Billingsgate has bred and
Durtureq him, and with the Billingsgate monopoly it is to be hoped that
ke too witl be improved off the face of the carth. _

Two efforts, accordin g to Mr. Walpole, have been made to divert the

8h-trade of the metropolis from Billingsgate. In the first place &
Warket was established at Hungerford Stairs. Being too far up the
“Tiver and too remote from the East end it had but a brief span of ex-
18tence. When we mention that a line drawn porth and south afil‘f’ss

Je center of London Bridge leaves 2 population of about one mlllw'ﬂ
8115 Lundred thousand souls who live below the Dbridge, and z?.bout two
Willion four Lundred thousand souls Who live above it, it will be seen
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at a glance that Hungerford Stairs are not easily accessible to coster-
mongers engaged in supplying the dense masses of poor people who
dwell at the the East end. The second attempt Lo supplement Billings-
gate was due to the gencrosity of Lady Burdett Coutts, who caused @
superb building to be cobnstructed in Bast London, and gave it the
name of Columbia Fish Market. It had a still shorter lease of life than
its predecessor at Qungerford, the consequence being that the ancient
tyrant flourished with greater vigor than ever. As time advanced the
inconveniences of Billingsgate, always considerable, were enhanced by
the increasing magnitude of the trade and by the altered conditions
under which it was conducted. The railway soon began to supersede
the river, and fish, instead of coming to London by water, found it8
road there in fast trains. It was bad enough for smacks, cutters, aud
steamers to thread their tortuous way to the metropolitan fish market
along a river which is always choked with traffic, and through the
mazes and intricacies of the “ Upper Pool;” yet, while the market could
be reached somchow or other by water, it had become almost unap-
proachable by land, and it was by land that two-thirds of the fish sup-
ply of London now cawe to Billingsgate.

The following table of the quauntity of fish delivered at Billingsgato
market, or its immediate vicinity, between the years 1875 and 1880 will
show the proportions of railway-borne to water-borne fish, and we shall
have something to say presently as to the comparative cost of the two
modes of carriage:

i

l 1876. 187G. 1877. 1878. 1879. I 1880.

. ‘ Tona. Tons, Tons. Tons. Tons. Tons.
Delivorod by rail Wa g .o, oceeeennenanan. 71,367 | 73,0191 82,771 | 04,506 | 92,474 87,884
Landed at wharves. . -....ocoo. . oeinnen 1,473 1, 259 1,098 4, 903 4,338 5,487

................................... 22,100 | 24,247 | 22,700 | 27,300 | 30,080 37,258
TOtBY - eenneieaaeaa e ananans 04,940 | 99,425 | 107,168 | 126,760 | 126,892 | 130,620

—

How bad the land approaches to Billingsgate have always been WO
have already shown, but their badness was of comparatively slight im-
portance so long as the bulk of the fish was brought thither by water-
‘When, however, it became necessary to deal each year with some 90,000
tons of railway-borne fish, and to deliver them at Billingsgate through
choked streets and narrow lanes which would disgrace a town of 50,000
inhabitants, the difficulties were so augmented that fish vans sometimes
took eight hours to get from the Great Eastern or Great Northern Rail-
way terminus to the market where they had to unload. Iach succeed-
ing year the block increased ; and, moreover, it was still further aggrs
vated by the development of the trade in dried and fresh fraits, The
fruit salesmen, says Mr. Walpole, like the fish salesmen, naturally con:
gregated at the riverside. The fruit arriving in the docks were landed
and carried through Thames street to Pudding Lane, where most of the
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fruit salesmen took premises; and the unfortunate street, which was
altogether too small for the fish trade alone, was required to accommo-
date the fruit trade also.

. 1t must not be supposed that the city fathers were blind to the grow-
ing inconveniences of their solitary fish market. Without going back
further than twenty ycars we may notice thatin 1862 Mr. Horace Jones,
the city architect, suggested the only practicable scheme for making
Bmingsgate more aceessible by land that has yet been laid before the
common council. At an estimated cost of £88,000 he proposed to con-
stract o new street from the corner of East-cheap and Fish Street Hill
to Thames street. The common council approved, but allowed the
Proposition to lie on the table; and when, twelve years later, the im-
Provement committee of the city of London sought to give effect to
the city architeet’s plan it was found that in the interval between 1862
and 1874 the estimated cost had risen from £88,000 to £525,000.

Time went on, and matters at Billingsgate proceeded from bad to
v‘f(»‘l‘rse. At length, in 1578, Colonel Traser, the chief commissioner of
City police, reported to court of common couneil that, in the phrase so
nuch dreaded by Lord Melbourne, ¢ something must be done.” Colonel
Frager protested emphatically that ¢the commerce had far outgrown
the capacity of the streets forcarrying it; » adding that ¢“an overgrown

usiness is carried onin thoroughfaresor rather in lanesnot wide enough
t0 admit more than two lines of traffic,” the consequence being ¢ that
th.e stoppage of one vehicle for any purpose brings the rest to a stand-
8till.” 'Phe only effect produced by his energetic remonstrance was that
Monument, Yard was paved as a street, 80 that many of {he fruit vans
and some of the fish vans were able to find standing room there.

¢ }'Tothing else of a material nature was done or attempted with a vibe
0 improving the approaches until, in 1881, the corporation of the city
ive measure which

of _I‘Ondou resorted, not for the first time, to the evasi :
}s Invariably adopted by the House of Commons when in perplex-lty.
hey appointed a committee to inquire into the fish-supply question,
and about six wonths later the home secretary instructed Mr. Spencer :
alpole to report upon the handling-m)d_distribution of fishat Billings-
gate. Both reports are now before us, and between them there is sub-
Stantially no difference, although Mr. Walpole’s is the abler and more
Searching of the two. Both agree in stating that Billingsgate is far too
Small and too difficult of approach by land to fulfill the duties imposed
Upon it as the sole wholesale and retail market for supplying fish to &
Population of from five to six millions, resident within 7 miles of the
Oyal Exchange—that is to say, upon an area which embraces about 150
8quare miles of ground.
A few Lrief extracts from each of these important documents will be
F service in elucidating the bearings of the question. From the rep'ort
of the corporation’s fish supply committee let us select the following
Daﬂsage :

“We now come to the question which directly affects the corporation
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as the market authority, viz, the sufficiency or otherwise of the present
“accommodation of Billingsgate market, and of theapproaches thereto, to
meet the requirements of the present day ; and when, asregards the ap-
proaches, we plainlyrecord our opinion of their absolute insufficiency, wo
malte nonew admission, but simply indorse the oft arrived at conclusion of
this court. The prior question, however, as to the market accommoda-
tion is on a different footing. Oun three separate occasions, within lit-
tle more than a generation, the market has been enlarged or entirely
reconstructed, and therefore in this direction the corporation has given
practical proof of its desire to keep pace with the requirements of the
metropolitan fish supply; and yet, incredible asitmay appear, not only
the weight of evidence in this inquiry but the prior action of the court
and a pending reference to the markets comiittee alike go to prove
that even now additional market accommmodation is absolutely neces-
sary.” '

So far from it ¢ appearing incredible” to us that additional market
accommodation should be necessary, it would indeed be strange if a bit
of l1and about twice the size of the site upon which Exeter Hall stands
sufficed for the purposes to which it is now put, even if the land ap-
proaches to it were as ample and unobstrneted as those which lead to
Albert Hall or Kensington Gardens.

Reverting, however, to the report, we desire to call special attention
to the following words:

“We now approach, not without diffidence, the crucial point of our
duty, viz, the course of action which we deem it wise and right to rec-
ommend to the court. The whole of the information gathered together
has received our closest attention, and we have the satisfaction of re-
porting that we bave unanimously, though, as regards some members,
not without altering a previous impression, arrived at the conclusion
that one whoiesale market is calculated to meet the requirements of the
trade and the interests of the public. We are also of opinion that
such market should be at the waterside; and, as a general principle
we are further of opinion that there should be ample and suflicient ap-
proaches from all parts of the motropolis to the site of any wholesale
fish market. We beg further to state that, although in our judgment the
fish market ought to be at the waterside, yet, should the court be of
opinion that an inland market for the reception and sale of railway-borne
fish is also required, we in that event suggest either of the two sites,
one in Farringdon road, to the north of Charterhouse street, and the
other the site of the present Farringdon market, as appropriate for the
purpose. Of the market itself, we are of the opinion that it should be
one based upon the same system as that at present in existence in
‘Paris, viz, a wholesale, a semi-w Lolesale, and a retail market, all under
one roof. We recommend that no restriction whatever bhould be made
as to hours of business, but tbat the market should be {ree and open at
all reasonable hours calculated to facilitate the reception, sale, and dis-






