




WHAT DICKENS SAW
A walk around Union Street with The Curious Mr Dickens
By Sarah Jarvis

Standing proud on Flat Iron Square, a clearing at the heart Bank-
side Urban Forest, is a remarkable tree without leaves. A tall, 
slender cast iron column, pale green, a bit rusty.

Have you ever noticed it? What is it? Why is it there? 

If it had been here in 1824 you can be sure that Master Charles 
Dickens, even at the tender age of 12 and with better things to 
worry about (like whether he had enough toll money to cross 
the river at Blackfriars or the more expensive Southwark Bridge 
on his way to work at the blacking factory) would not only have 
noticed it, but would later have written a long passage about 
the characteristics of sewer gas and the need to ventilate it 
properly (for that is what it is). 

Dickens knew this area well. And unlike you, he looked around 
himself and observed things in the streets and buildings that 
hinted at the stories of those who lived and worked here. 

For a few months, while his parents were guests of the Marshal-
sea debtors’ prison, Charles Dickens lodged in Lant Street, just 
south of Union Street. As he walked daily between his attic and 
the dreary bench where he stuck labels on bottles, his steps spun 
a web of disappointment and fear that came tumbling out again 
years later in the pages of his novels. 

“ There is a repose about Lant Street, in the Borough, which 
sheds a gentle melancholy upon the soul… If a man wished to 
abstract himself from the world, to remove himself from within 
the reach of temptation, to place himself beyond the possibility 
of any inducement to look out of the window, we should recom-
mend him by all means go to Lant Street... The chief features in 
the still life of the street are green shutters, lodging-bills, brass 
door-plates, and bell-handles…”   
(The Pickwick Papers, 1837)



So what would Dickens have 
seen on these streets? 
What can we see differently 
if we go for a walk with him?  
But is it fact or fiction? 
Is everything we see 
quite as it seems? 

Let’s set off 

Lots of books tell us about the ages of buildings, but there are 
clues on the street as well. One is the history of letter plates. Be-
fore 1840, doors only had knockers as the postman needed to col-
lect the postal charge from the letter’s recipient; after the Penny 
Post Act he would happily post them through the door, so letter 
boxes (or plates) appeared. Of course, as we’ll see, earlier houses 
often had these flaps let into doors so it’s not an exact science. 
The campaigner for the penny post, you may recall, was Rowland 
Hill, but before we get carried away, it’s not the same Rowland 
Hill who was pastor of the Surrey Chapel that once stood where 
the flats now bear his name on the corner of Union Street and 
Blackfriars Road, though postal Hill was possibly named for pasto-
ral Hill.











Being newly observant, you may also have noticed that by 
1837 when The Pickwick Papers was published, Dickens 
mentions brass doorplates. Had he predicted the arrival of the 
penny post? No, these were fixed fingerplates, without the 
swinging passage of a letter plate, and were attached to front 
doors to protect them from the many fingers opening and 
closing them. Indeed Dickens’s very mentioning of the 
doorplates and bell-handles reminds us that there were many 
people passing through the temporary accommodation of 
streets like Lant Street. If the revolving door had been 
invented it might have been usefully employed here.

“The majority of the inhabitants either direct their energies to 
the letting of furnished apartments, or devote themselves to 
the healthful and invigorating pursuit of mangling… 
The population is migratory, usually disappearing on the verge 
of quarter day, and generally by night. His Majesty’s revenues 
are seldom collected in this happy valley; the rents are 
dubious; and the water communication is very frequently cut 
off.”



The Georgians and Victorians were pretty adept at covering 
things up, protecting them from wear and tear. Union Street 
was the centre of some pretty unpleasant manufacturing –
tanneries, breweries, more blacking factories and a large 
number of hat makers. Memories of this can be seen in another 
clue on the ground, quite literally – the hard-wearing granite 
setts that were put down at the entrances to warehouses and 
workshops, to take the heavy traffic going in and out. You can 
still see some on Union Street.

Listed buildings are at least recorded, but there aren’t very 
many around Union Street – the streets Dickens saw took a lot 
of bomb damage in the second world war. One that has 
certainly been standing since the early 1800s is the Grade II 
building at 57-61 Union Street, now home to RK Burt fine art 
paper importers. But this isn’t quite what it seems. Despite 
looking as though they have been here forever, Burt’s moved 
here in the later 1970s, from another premises just along the 
road. 

A photograph in the Southwark local Studies Library shows 
the building in 1977, derelict with corrugated iron sheets at the 
windows. 

The 1950 Survey of London reported that the firm of Allsop, 
turners and brushmakers, were in occupation of the premises 
from 1787 to 1880. The historic appearance today is something 
of a confection, however. Once Mr Burt moved in in the late 
1970s the historic facade was recreated with the pilasters on 
the left-hand building made by taking a mould from the 
original ones on the right. 







Can we trust everything we think we see? Take the name of the 
street itself. Union Street, aka the B300, only came into existence 
in 1813. Previously the eastern section, opened up in 1774, was called 
Duke Street and the central section was Queen Street. So at least 
it was Union Street by the time Dickens tripped along to turn onto 
Blackfriars Road at the sign of the golden dog and pot then? Well not 
quite. The western section of what is now Union Street leading was 
still called Charlotte Street until 1908. 

Can we even be sure that Dickens walked along these streets at all?

Luckily, if you turn the corner from Flat Iron Square onto Southwark 
Bridge Road, across the road from the petrol station (apparently the 
first one in London with automatic pumps) one of the terraced 
houses bears a small brass plaque:

“Dickens Walked Past Here”
So it must be true, mustn’t it? Well, probably. The owners of the 
building are the first to admit that they don’t know for certain but it’s 
quite likely. Another brass plaque on the front door tells us that the 
house was built in 1820 and renovated in 2004. So this house was 
here when Dickens lived on Lant Street (though there’s a letter box 
as well as a doorknob in the door, but they look suspiciously modern). 
Chances are that he did walk past here. The whole row of terraced 
houses was here, but nothing else… This is almost definitely then, 
something that Dickens saw.



What else do you notice about this house? Painted above the 
door we learn more about the people who live here today:

“The House of 
Mr & Mrs Antoni & Alison”. 
Fashionistas will know that this is also ‘house’ in the design 
sense. Remember the House of Elliott? This house is the 
workspace studio of fashion designers Antoni & Alison. They 
found and renovated the house, stripping back the walls, 
staircase and paneling to its original bone structure. There 
are brass plaques inside the house too – one commemorat-
ing a light switch came from the pre-renovated Peter Jones 
department store in Chelsea and four more identifying which 
of the Beatles sat on which of four wooden chairs that had 
once graced their dressing room.

Whether the young Charles walked past, or stopped to tie 
his shoe laces outside (and according to Mr Antoni, Dickens 
had remarkably large feet), who can be sure – but it’s amaz-
ing what you can find when you take a walk through the city 
he called his magic lantern and start to ask yourself, What the 
Dickens…?!
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