
 

Before the boroughs 

 
In the beginning there was chaos. And, for a considerable 

time afterwards - it could be argued until today, really - 

chaos continued. 

 

In 1674 London's population was around a half million. It 

was well over seven million by 1913 - and most of the 

boom came in the nineteenth century when industrial-

isation and empire made London the hub of vast wealth 

and epic squalor. 

 

London grew so rapidly that a seemingly contradictory 

problem of a lack of governance combined with a mesh 

and mish-mash of commissions, ecclesiastical entities, 

royal charters, the corrosive self-interest of the City of 

London Corporation and so much more besides meant 

Londoners were sinking beneath problems the capital 

was simply incapable of fixing. It was a system of custom, 

convention and duty - but it failed to do its duty to the 

challenges of London on its path to becoming a world 

class city. 

 

Who governed London? 

 

The flippant answer would be nobody, at least until the 

mid 1800s - and even then "governance" would grossly 

overstate what passed as administration of the capital. 

 

London was overseen by - or smothered beneath - 250 

acts of law, administered by 300 different bodies which 

were enforced (or not) by around 10,500 commissioners. 

Compare those 10,500 largely unelected worthies with 

the 1,832 councillors elected in 2018 to administer a 

capital millions larger, and overseeing far more 

widespread, more complex services. 

 

There was no overarching body governing London. And 

here it should be clarified that by London, I do not mean 

Greater London as we currently understand it, stretching 

from Uxbridge to Upminster and Cockfosters to 

Coulsdon. At the start of the nineteenth century there 

was almost no such construct as "London": the bulk of 

the capital - north of the Thames, west of the Lea - was 

part of the county of Middlesex. 

 

There was, very loosely a Middlesex County Council, but 

in the main the county was responsible for the 

administration of law, via Quarter Sessions. The county 

was divided into Hundreds, of which Fulham's Hundred 

was Ossulstone - literally St Oswald's Stone; a marker on 

the edge of Mayfair, not far from the gallows of Tyburn in 

Hyde Park.  

 

The Ossulstone Hundred stretched from Brentford to 

Bow and from Finchley to Fulham. Because the vast 

majority of Middlesex lived in the Ossulstone Hundred, 

in turn it was divided into administrative sections and 

Fulham was within the Kensington division. 

 

The Hundred Quarter Sessions were presided over by 

Justices of the Peace whose powers were, essentially 

undefined and so largely open to their own 

interpretation. These Quarter Sessions were the 

municipal government of the county: they dealt with all 

manner of subjects now the responsibility of London's 

boroughs and, loosely, therefore Justices of the Peace 

were councillors - except that the administration was by 

court rather than council and committee meetings. The 

Quarter Sessions dealt only with what we would now call 

civil law; the central criminal court at the Old Bailey was 

responsible for administering justice to law breakers. 

 

Nonetheless, JPs were still responsible for enforcing the 

peace, ensuring the administration of the Poor Law, 

maintaining bridges and highways, the Labour Code and 

the regulation of production and distribution. As Harold 

Hazeltine in "One Hundred Years Of The Quarter 

Sessions" wrote: 

 

"This multiplicity of duties did not make for efficiency, and 

the lack of efficiency was most felt in urban districts like 

Middlesex. Largely for this reason, the Middlesex Justices 

failed to keep the peace in and around London, failed to deal 

adequately with the problem of the pauper and the vagrant 

and neglected their duties in respect of the maintenance of 

highways." 

 

Because the Justices were failing in these fairly critical 

areas of administration, parishes more activist in nature, 

or perhaps just more beset by the consequences of the 

failures of the "higher-ups" began agitating, applying 

directly to parliament for charters enabling them to, for 

example, establish night watches - which in turn became 

parish constabularies, long before Robert Peel 

established the Metropolitan Police. 

 

The parishes were the second string in the historical bow 

of local administration, just as district councils are now 

the lower tier of local government in much of England 

beyond the cities and urban conurbations. Each parish - 

the parish of Fulham covering all of what is now 

Hammersmith and Fulham - had a vestry, administered 

by Vestrymen and usually presided over by the parish 

priest.  

 

 



 

The Hundreds of the County of Middlesex 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again, the vestries emerged more through convention 

and custom than by legislation - and their duties 

primarily concerned the administration of the Poor Laws: 

the acts of parliament that provided for those who had 

fallen on woefully hard times, long before there was a 

welfare state. 

 

The vestries ran into difficulties at the turn of the 

nineteenth century -  roughly the same time as the 

Hundred of Middlesex did - though for quite different 

reasons. Whereas the Hundred was failing because it 

simply couldn't cope with the demands of a rapidly 

growing city, the Poor Law had effectively bankrupted 

most vestries because the Napoleonic Wars had 

produced wave after wave of unemployed and disabled 

soldiers.  

 

This in addition to the needs of the longer-term poor 

overwhelmed the very limited provision vestries were 

able, or willing, to provide. Remember that vestries (and 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

therefore ratepayers) had to raise their own funds for 

the poor and fiscal prudence was, to put it mildly, a 

preoccupation amongst those who were tithed to fund it. 

 

One of the many nineteenth century steps along the road 

towards democratic local government in London was to 

strip the vestries of their poor law responsibilities 

(leaving them with remarkably little to actually do) and 

create two new bodies responsible for the most 

disadvantaged: elected Poor Law Guardians and Poor 

Law Unions - clusters of parishes that combined to run 

workhouse. 

 

Whether these new bodies were any more effective than 

the vestry at administering the Poor Law is not the point: 

what is significant is that government was at last 

beginning to sort out the cobbled-together mess and 

actually legislating to create bodies with defined roles 

and responsibilities. In so doing, the church was at last - 

slowly - being excised from its role as the principal 

provider of grassroots local government. 



 

Even so, vestries were not abolished until 1900 and Poor 

Law Guardians until 1929. Fulham Workhouse became 

Fulham Hospital and then an NHS Hospital after the 

Second World War and then rebuilt as Charing Cross 

Hospital.  

 

In any event, the Dickensian portrayal of a Workhouse as 

a uniformly brutal, oppressive and terrifying means of 

subjugating children is a little wide of the mark. Without 

wishing to imply that these institutions were a vaguely 

appropriate way to provide for the poorest, the 

workhouse, in Fulham at least, was the last refuge for the 

destitute to receive medical attention and food. It was as 

benevolent an institution as the powers that be could 

muster in Victorian England. 

 

As well as the Hundred and the Vestry there were other 

bodies, today regulated such as the Westminster 

Commission of Sewers, responsible for mains sewers 

throughout London but not secondary or sanitary sewers 

connecting homes to the mains. Then there were water 

companies which drew their supplies untreated from an 

increasingly foul and polluted Thames.  

 

 

 
 
 
 

Problems of a rapidly growing capital 

 

Earlier I described how the rapid growth of London led to 

the breakdown of the Ossulstone Hundred as the 

effective provider of municipal governance. What were 

the critical problems that exposed this incapacity? 

 

The most obvious was the sanitation (or lack thereof) of 

London; with uncontrolled cesspits instead of 

underground sewers; raw sewage, industrial and farm 

waste being dumped straight into the Thames; and those 

unregulated water companies drawing this same, 

untreated Thames water for public consumption with 

little to no treatment to clean it.  

 

These practices would, in and of themselves, have 

continued unabated were it not for the Great Stink of 

1832, which made it impossible for parliamentarians 

attempting to work in the Thames-side Houses of 

Commons and Lords to ignore the problems of sewerage 

in the capital. More significant, though, were the Cholera 

epidemics that ravaged London in 1831, 1848 and 1853 

(with influenza and typhoid outbreaks in between). 

 

 

 

The original vestries of London 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Although it took a while to disprove the theory that 

Cholera was an airborne disease spread by miasma (bad 

air) and demonstrate a clear link between drinking water 

contaminated by sewage, this was another critical - 

arguably necessary - step towards serious, defined and 

powerful municipal governance. After all, a miasma, 

floating around nebulously would be impossible to 

tackle.  

 

But if these terrible diseases were caused by bad water, 

and that bad water was in turn created by human 

unsanitary practices - well, that was something humans 

could fix if they organised themselves.  The breakthrough 

in identifying the cause led to a Royal Commission led by 

Edwin Chadwick, who would go on to become London's 

first Commissioner of Sanitation and preside over a 

Board of Health - he would commission Joseph 

Bazalgette to build London's revolutionary sewer 

network.  

 

But, as with the bankruptcy of the vestries leading to the 

creation of Poor Law Guardians, this was a piecemeal 

response to a specific problem rather than a thought-

through, comprehensive plan for London. It is an 

unfortunate feature of London's history that it has never 

benefited from a thought-through, comprehensive and 

fully-implemented plan. Even Abercrombie's Greater 

London Plan of 1944 was never completed - some might 

say thankfully given the post-war obsession of brutalist 

architecture and prioritising motorways over 

pedestrians. Elsewhere in this book we look at some of 

the damage this plan did to Hammersmith and Fulham. 

 

The second reality of the growing city the middle and 

upper classes could avoid - even those with escapist 

villas in rural Putney, Wimbledon and Ealing was the 

state of the place: the lack of pavements, the unsurfaced 

roads; the potholes their carriages couldn't avoid; the 

state of their dresses and suits from the unavoidable filth 

outside after stepping out in the rain. The destitute, the 

vagrants and the beggars were easier to ignore but not to 

hide. 

 

But the third driver of change - the decisive one - was 

political.  The Tory Party had been in government pretty 

much from 1774 to 1830 with very brief Whig Party 

interludes, from William Pitt the Younger through 

Spencer Perceval, the Earl of Liverpool, George Canning 

and  the Duke of Wellington. 

 

The Tories of course were not blind to the rapid 

expansion of London and the problems accompanying it. 

But a mixture of indifference and division over how best 

to respond (perhaps, too, an appreciation of how 

daunting a task unravelling the mesh of bureaucracy 

would be) somewhat paralysed them. But then again 

these were conservatives: they believed in preserving 

the status quo, not upending the applecart. 

 

The failure of government to act decisively led to 

shocking inequality, terrible abuse of the poorest, a 

wretched physical environment, rampant corruption and, 

inevitably therefore, a political backlash from the London 

electorate that, once manifest, led to rapid change.   

 

When, in 1846, Tory Prime Minister Robert Peel forced 

the repeal of the Corn Laws through parliament he split 

his party. While the Corn Laws had no direct relevance to 

the evolution of London government (they were 

essentially measures within an agriculture bill principally 

affecting Ireland) they were indirectly significant for two 

reasons.  

 

First, the Tory Party split that these laws caused enabled 

a lengthy period of Whig-Liberal government far more 

sympathetic to reform, and with the political strength 

and longevity to deliver it. 

 

Second, the Anti-Corn Law League that campaigned so 

effectively against Peel's policy was arguably Britain's 

first mass protest movement - certainly one of the most 

effective. Citizens, many of whom had been emancipated 

in the Great Reform Act of 1832, were finding their 

voice, and finding how to use it effectively. Protest was 

becoming better organised and more confident, despite 

disasters like the Great Chartist Demonstration of 1848. 

The new voters began to use their heft to press for 

change. 

 

So from the late 1840s London gradually became a 

largely Liberal city because the Liberals were seen as the 

party to radically improve conditions and overwhelm the 

vested interests blocking change.  

 

Yet despite their commanding majorities in the House of 

Commons, the Liberals didn't find it easy to introduce 

comprehensive reform of London. The principal reason 

for this was not the Tory opposition in parliament - it was 

Tory opposition from the City of London. 

 

The City of London - had been governed by its own 

corporation since medieval times. But its influence 

extended far beyond the square mile. It had been 

designated a "county corporate" to Middlesex - that is, it 

was able to exert huge influence over wider Middlesex 

without any reciprocity: no body or subject in Middlesex 

beyond the City could attempt to tax the hugely wealthy 

city or compel them to contribute to the needs of wider 

London. 

 

To attempt to neuter The City, the Liberals established a 

Royal Commission in 1853.  Royal Commissions would 



 

become a favoured tool of successive governments to 

attempt to reform London: there were similar inquiries in 

1893, 1921 (the Ullswater Commission), and 1957 (the 

Herbert Commission). The first Royal Commission on the 

Corporation made thirty two recommendations, almost 

none of which were implemented, with most of the 

handful that were being minor.  

 

One that was of great significance was the establishment 

a Metropolitan Board of Works, though its jurisdiction 

did not extend to the City. The Corporation agreed to 

contribute to the Metropolitan Board without 

representation upon it, as well as to attend to certain 

structures and highways beyond its borders: the 

maintenance of Tower Bridge for example. To the extent 

that this first Royal Commission did not see its proposed 

reforms of the City adopted it was a failure. To the extent 

it laid the foundations for the establishment of the 

Metropolitan Board of Works - the forerunner of the 

London County Council - it was a significant step 

towards municipal governance of London. 

 

 

The Metropolitan Board of Works 

 

The Metropolitan Board, and local boards of works that 

finished off the vestries - at least in so far as their already 

pared-back role as providers of local government 

services (they still existed as ecumenical bodies) was 

established in 1855. 

 

This was a flawed but important body: aside from 

building London's sewer system and the Westminster 

Embankment, locally it procured Wormwood Scrubs and 

Ravenscourt Park as metropolitan open land; it built 

Hammersmith Bridge and a stone Putney Bridge in place 

of the wooden Fulham Bridge. It also loaned the Fulham 

Board of Works a large chunk of the money it required to 

embank the river along the new Bishop's Park.  

 

This is why, incidentally, if you ever visit Bishops Park 

and look at the insignia on the terracotta balustrades 

around the central enclosure, those coats of arms are not 

Fulham Borough Council's - they are those of Fulham's 

vestry, adopted by the Fulham Board of Works. 

 

If the Liberal governments of Earl Russell, Viscount 

Palmerston and William Gladstone had hoped that the 

Act to Manage the Metropolis of 1855 would be the 

answer to London's problems, they were to be 

disappointed.  

 

The Liberals remained intent on reforming the City of 

London despite, or because of, the failure of the 1853 

Commission. In the absence of such reforms, they added 

to the responsibilities of the Metropolitan Board of 

Works, consolidating and incorporating the London Fire 

Brigade in 1866, regulating slaughterhouses (alongside 

household sanitation, slaughter-houses and piggeries 

were hotbeds of disease in London) in 1874 and 

providing improved dwellings for artisans and labourers 

in 1875. This was the first tentative expansion of the 

state into the provision of housing for the poor - the 

defining policy priority of the 20th century in London. 

 

Without question the Metropolitan Board of Works 

began fixing London's infrastructure largely effectively, 

but its fundamental flaw was not its lack of ambition but 

that it was a body ripe for corruption from the outset. It 

was appointed rather than elected and with those 

expressing most keen an interest in being appointed to it 

being those seeking contracts from the new body. It held 

its meetings in secret. Scandal inevitably ensued. 

 

A new political battlefield was also emerging - important 

because it affected the perception of the political parties 

for the first twenty years following the creation of the 

boroughs: centralism versus localism. 

 

You might assume that the Conservatives were the party 

of  centralised power and the Liberals the party of 

devolution given where these parties have tended to 

stand in more recent times. The reverse was actually 

true, principally because the Liberal Government was 

immensely proud of the Metropolitan Board of Works 

and viewed with intense suspicion any attempts to 

endow rival institutions with any level of power that may 

challenge it.   

 

That Liberal opposition to giving the vestries any power 

maintained right the way through to the establishment of 

the boroughs: indeed, the only way the Conservatives 

got any Liberal support for establishing the boroughs 

was by asserting that they were the vestries in all but 

name.  

 

Opposition to localism and devolution to 

neighbourhoods was an epic political misjudgement by 

the Liberals. Coupled to voter fatigue of the party's long 

period in government and the emergence of the Labour 

Party, it led to their rapid ejection from power at all 

levels just as the goal they had originally championed: 

the democratic enfranchisement of London, was 

achieved. 

 

But we run ahead of ourselves somewhat. The Liberal 

government did appreciate that the Metropolitan Board 

of Works needed further reform but the expenditure of 

effort attempting to reform the City of London, a fading 

Gladstone administration and that resistance to 

decentralising power from the Municipal Board meant 

that further reform stalled. 



 

The London County Council 
 

From this moment the Conservatives became the 

champions of progress in London, initially not from 

within but through the emergence of the Metropolitan 

Municipal Reform Association: a right of centre 

grassroots pressure group. Their lobbying led to the 

Salisbury Conservative government legislating the Local 

Government Act of 1888.  

 

This established the County of London with Fulham at its 

western extent. The act also re-established the vestries 

as the lower tier of municipal government in London. 

Hammersmith, which had been agitating to break away 

from Fulham, got its wish - the new vestries were not 

quite in the same form as the old. 

 

The LCC covered what is now regarded as inner London: 

from Hammersmith and Fulham in the west; Highgate, 

Archway and Stoke Newington in the north; the river Lea 

and Woolwich in the east; and  Sydenham, Dulwich, 

Streatham, Tooting and Putney in the south. 

 

The intention of the Conservatives was always to reform 

the vestries at the same time as morphing the MBW into 

the LCC - it didn't happen because of that Liberal 

 

 antagonism towards any body that might threaten the 

legitimacy of the central London-wide authority. 

 

The first election of the London County Council took 

place in January 1889. Although the hope of Lord 

Roseberry, appointed the first chairman of the council, 

was that its members would not divide along party lines, 

two groupings quickly emerged. 

 

"Moderates" was the title taken by its Conservative 

members; "Progressives" described the fairly broad tent 

of Liberals and radicals. The Trade Unions were 

beginning to agitate for a true party of the working class 

but the formation of the Independent Labour Party was 

still four years off.  

 

That protracted battle for the hearts and votes of the 

working classes would  destroy the Progressive Party in 

London and, whilst the two parties of the left fought over 

the same voters, they enabled a long period of 

Moderate-Municipal Reform administration of London - 

something discussed more in the following chapter.  

 

Fin de siècle London was very much a Liberal city, though 

they were very much stronger in East London than the 

west. 

Result of the first election to the 

London County Council in 1889 

(two county councillors elected in 

each division) 

 

yellow - Progressive 

blue - Moderate 



 

in de siècle London was very much a Liberal city, though 

they were very much stronger in East London than the 

west. Nonetheless, in the inaugural LCC election, Fulham 

elected a Progressive County Councillor: James Beale, 

alongside a Moderate: Robert Germaine. Hammersmith, 

much more conservative a district in its early days, 

elected a Moderate: Andrew Arter, and an Independent 

Moderate: Robert Cramp. 

 

London wide the Progressives ran County Hall for the 

next eighteen years, and this in another major reason 

why the Liberals were reluctant to pursue any 

meaningful further devolution to the vestries: it would 

represent a diminution of their power. They were proud 

of the LCC - their creation, even if it had needed the 

Conservatives to enact the legislation setting it up. It was 

simply not in their partisan interest to give power away. 

 

The partisan argument was, of course, the exact reverse 

for the Conservatives. Overhauling the vestries and 

giving them much more significant power would at least 

give them representation, if not power, in parts of 

London where they were powerless at county level. 

 

 

The London Metropolitan Boroughs 1900 

  

 

In 1895 the Liberals returned to power, initially under 

Gladstone once again but soon thereafter Lord 

Rosebury. Their attempts to further modernise London's 

government again foundered over their attempts to 

reform the City of London; again through a Royal 

Commission with a tighter remit to amalgamate the city 

and county of London. Rosebury, who prior to becoming 

Prime Minister had been the first leader of the London 

County Council in 1887 championed amalgamation: 

 

"The present arrangement by which a comparatively small 

district in the centre of London is detached from London and 

held aloof cannot be maintained. The object of parliament 

and of reformers must be that the city should be united with 

London as soon as possible and with as little friction as 

possible. Of all London reforms I lay infinitely the most stress 

on this, because each can supply what the other lacks, 

because so many reforms are contingent on it, and because 

you cannot have a complete municipality without it." 

 

This second Royal Commission recommended what the 

Liberal Government wanted but failed because in 1895 

the Conservatives returned to power and binned the 

plans.  

 



 

The Liberals had failed for a third time to reform the City 

and were entirely uninterested in reforming the vestries. 

In contrast the re-elected Conservatives were entirely 

uninterested in reforming the City but were very 

interested in reforming the largely ineffective, woefully 

inefficient, unwieldy and oftentimes corrupt vestries.  

 

Which is exactly what they did. 

 

The Vestries 

 

The re-establishment of vestries as providers of limited 

local services was an example of the ridiculous in place of 

the sublime.  Hammersmith had long been lobbying 

aggressively to split from the Fulham vestry, which 

Fulham opposed - but Hammersmith got its way. They 

were to a degree democratic in that there would be 

seventy two "elected" vestrymen serving three wards 

apiece. 

 

The vestries were not successful in the least because 

they had far too many members to be effective. The egos 

of vestrymen far outstripped any notion of efficient 

work; vestry meetings lasted for hours and accomplished 

little.  The vestries carried out some modernisation such 

as the laying of wooden pavements, some limited town 

planning as local neighbourhoods developed and 

expanded, and some very limited sanitation inspections. 

But both local vestries became renowned for their 

profligacy, as the West London Observer article 

following this introduction reports. 

 

The Municipal Reform Association was organising in 

favour of Conservative-Moderate candidates with the 

aim of pressing Lord Salisbury's Conservative 

government to enact legislation creating elected 

municipalities. 

 

On 1st March 1899 Arthur Balfour, the Leader of the 

House of Commons, introduced the London Government 

Bill, which created twenty nine Metropolitan Borough 

Councils within the county of London. As A.D. Harvey 

wrote in History Today in 2009:  

 

"All the rhetoric of the Progressives on the London County 

Council about being the municipality of London, simply 

ignored the civic pride and community-consciousness of the 

municipal activists who were actually responsible for the 

greater part of local government affairs in the metropolis." 

 

And, while the Conservatives played down the reform of 

vestries into boroughs to attempt to limit Liberal Party 

opposition to the plans, what the 1899 London 

Government Act did was to bestow far more prestige on 

the municipalities: mayors with chains of office, 

councillors with robes of office, grand town halls in place 

(in some cases) of rented out halls for meetings, or 

cramped vestry rooms; coats of arms and maces in which 

were vested the authority of the councils to make 

decisions.   

 

The boroughs also provoked great pride in the areas they 

served - far more so than the vestries had - or indeed the 

current larger London Boroughs ever have. 

 

So, with the Progressives in control of the LCC but the 

Moderates organising themselves as champions of the 

municipalities, the first election to the twenty nine new 

Metropolitan boroughs was set for Thursday 1st 

November 1900.  

 

On that day the story of the boroughs of Fulham and 

Hammersmith began. 



 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 


