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Bermondsey Square in 1898 

 
 
Bermondsey Square Now and Then 
We associate Bermondsey Square very much with the Friday morning Caledonian Antiques 
Market, but that only started in the 1950s, when it was transferred from Caledonian Road 
near Kings Cross to make way for social housing. In earlier years it was home to a whole variety 
of shops, businesses, entertainments and houses. 

 
Bermondsey Square recalled in 1916 
In 1916, before the arrival of the celebrated antiques’ market in the 1950s, a journalist, 
Joseph Meaney wrote of his memories of Old Bermondsey Square. Mr Meaney lived near 



Bermondsey Square all his life. As the electric tramcars clang and whirr on their way down 
Tower Bridge Road behind him, his memory takes him back to earlier days.  
 

 
 

A Number 68 tram on Tower Bridge Road 
 
The square became a showground 
On Saturdays, the square became a show ground, with crowds enjoying the various live acts 
such as sword swallowers, fire-eaters, weight lifters, jugglers and conjurers. A successful 
performance was greeted with a shower of penny coins. Punch and Judy was a regular 
feature, much loved by the children seated on the ground around the show. Meanwhile, 
vendors of quack medicines offered a one-solution remedy for anything from carbuncle to 
chronic asthma. 
 
The One-legged barrel organ 
On Monday mornings, an elderly man with a one-legged barrel organ made a slow progress 
around the square. His repertoire consisted of one melody, with the refrain ‘do not trust 
him, gentle maiden’. Nothing would persuade him to change his tune. Inhabitants of the 
square, possibly a little tired of the endless repetition, waited on their doorsteps to hand 
him their coins in the hope that he might depart, but they were doomed to disappointment.  
 

 
 

A barrel-organ man 
 
 



Windmill for a bottle 
Another visitor was the Windmills-for-Bottles man who heralded his approach with a 
battered bugle. Anxious to get a windmill, the children would hastily ransack the house, 
sometimes pouring out the contents from any bottle that came to hand. 
 

 
A modern Jack in the Green 

 
Jack in the Green 
On Mayday, ‘Jack in the Green’, arrived in a huge cage of green leaves. A custom dating 
from the 18th century, the Jack in the Green was a traditional part of Mayday events. By the 
19th century when it had become an occasion for rowdiness and drunken revelry, its 
popularity declined. It has been revived as part of folk celebrations in recent years. 
Bermondsey’s Jack was accompanied by a small army of dancing men in costume, with 
clashing symbols and tambourines. He used to stay in the square for many hours, sustained 
by visits to neighbouring hostelries, which did not tend to enhance his performance. 
 
Street Games 
The square was also an unofficial sports ground for street games. These sometimes ended in 
fisticuffs, with the combatants cheered on by an enthusiastic crowd. In a cold winter, carts 
collected snow off the streets and dropped tons of it in the square. Energetic youngsters 
were soon sliding, dancing or even tobogganing down the man-made mountains.  
 

 
Bermondsey Square in 1901 



Shops in the square 
One pastry shop kept by two elderly ladies was patronised by locals and visitors alike. City 
workers on their way home used to make a detour to purchase their famous cakes and 
pastries. Opposite was an antique shop. Its owner was often to be seen sitting at his front 
door, smoking a long ‘Churchwarden’ pipe. 
 
Horns Coffee House 
At the corner of Grange Walk was the notorious ‘Horns Coffee House’. It had been a 
beerhouse, renowned for the popular sport of cock fighting. Later, it attracted a respectable 
clientele and offered entertainment from well-known artistes of the time. It featured a 
special programme for children – a magic lantern show or ventriloquist, followed by the 
distribution of sweets and oranges. 
 
The White House/Bear 
Parallel to Grange Walk, on land that had belonged to Bermondsey Abbey, was Long Walk.  
At the end, stood an old house. Known as the ‘White House’ it was said to have 
subterranean passages and thought to be part of the ancient Abbey. Although once very 
grand, it was by 1916 home to many poor families. In later years the ‘White Bear’ public 
house took its place, until it, in its turn disappeared to accommodate rebuilding. 
 
Memories from the early 19th century 
Another resident with a lifetime of memories of old Bermondsey was Mr James Rowe 
Willoughby who kept a Hatter’s shop in Tooley Street. His memoirs were published in 1901 
and covered the period back to the 1820s when his parents moved into the area. 
 

 
Old houses in Bermondsey Street, early 19th century 

 
Fire, Flood and Wool Fibres! 
Mr Willoughby’s parents came to live in London in 1820. They lodged in Maze Pond, directly 
behind Snowsfields in one of a row of houses that faced a former brewery. The brewery fell 
into disrepair, the brewery vats burst and flooded the houses with malt liquor. They had to 
make a hasty departure. 
 
They moved to an old house in Tyers Gateway (Tyers Gate) where they lodged below a wool 
loft. Dirt and remains from the wool were constantly falling on them from the woolworkers 
sorting the wool in the loft above. Many houses were still built of wood. After a major fire at 



a horsehair merchants called Medleys the adjacent wooden properties between Russell 
Street (Tanner Street) and Lamb Alley (Lamb Walk) were destroyed.  
 
Crucifix Lane 
By the time James Willoughby was born in 1830, the family had moved to Crucifix Lane. This 
was before the building of the railway viaduct when Crucifix lane was lined with old wooden 
houses with shops below the level of the street. On the other side there were more modern 
brick buildings. 
 

 
 

Families being evicted from their homes in Bermondsey 1896 
 
Cramped Courtyard 
Along with many others, the family live in a cramped courtyard, where each house provided 
accommodation for a number of families. The houses were wooden with lath and plaster 
walls. The toilets overhung a cesspool with ditches that ran behind the rows of houses. They 
carried the sewage away to the Thames at Pickle Herring Stairs. The courts were paved with 
cobblestones and just wide enough for a wagon to pass.  There was no way through and 
offenders escaping from the police would scale the high wooden fence to escape pursuit 
 

 
 

An illustration of a rat-fighting pit 



 
Animals roamed the streets 
Many people kept livestock. Pigs, goats, ducks, geese and chickens and roamed the streets. 
Behind the houses were a cow yard and pigstyes. Drains in those days didn’t have traps and 
so rats flourished. Rat killing with dogs was an acknowledged sport and most of the many 
public houses had a skittle alley that could be converted  into a rat pit. 
 

 
The railway viaduct through Bermondsey in 1837 

 
The railway viaduct arrived 
In the 1830s, the railway viaduct was built and the network of courts and blind alleys was 
demolished to make way for it. Residents received little compensation and no help with re-
housing and many experienced great hardship. Those who did not leave on time had roofs 
removed and doors and windows taken away without any recourse to the law or arbitration. 
Several leather tanning yards went out of business as their land also was claimed. 
 
Inns and public houses 
The many inns and public houses on Bermondsey Street included the ‘The Plough’, wooden 
and weatherboarded,  at the corner of Tyers Gateway. The ‘Woolpack’ (formerly the Cock 
and Magpie), the ‘Hand in Hand’ in Bermondsey Street were also in Bermondsey Street and  
‘The Royal Oak’ was at the corner of Royal Oak Yard. The ‘Kings Arms’ was  once the largest 
and most fashionable of licensed houses in the parish. The ‘Fox & Goose’ stood just north of 
the church and was rebuilt in the early 1860s. According to Mr Willoughby’s mother, the Fox 
and Goose was earlier known as the ‘Ferry House’ and had extensive outbuildings and 
stables. The old house had thick walls of unbaked clay with low ceilings, and the floor and 
taproom were below the level of the pavement. The inn yards were crowded with large, 
heavy wagons. 
 


