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This book is certainly a refreshing and welcome 
addition to the furniture enthusiasts library. 
Whilst many furniture books deal with the 
subject either in general or specifically, 
this volume gives insight to an area of the 
industry which has received little documenta
tion and also profiles its social history.

From the 1830' s not only the home market but 
world-wide demand instigated the rapid growth 
of the furniture industry and because most 
of the timber was imported this new trade 
evolved around London's dockland in the East 
End. Immigrant workers, many Jewish, settled 
near to their point of landing and this pro
vided an abundant supply of cheap labour.

By the 1870's the East End had become the 
largest centre of furniture production in 
the country and with it came great changes. 
The trade was broken down into simple low 
skilled steps which could be learnt quickly 
thereby destroying the apprenticeship system. 
This gave way to the sub-contracting of fur
niture parts which meant that men, women and 
children (some as young as six years), worked 
long hours at incredibly low wages and often 
in appalling conditions. A letter in the 
'Morning Chronicle' August 1850 tells of one 
Garret Master's family who lived and worked 
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in a single room in Sp i t al f i e Ids . All were 
engaged in the production of rosewood tea 
caddies, each with a lock and key, polished 
and lined. They received for their labours 
4d per caddy.

With the second world war came 'Utility' fur
niture, 'Reconstruction' and 'War Work'.
At 14 years, Sissy Lewis had joined Lebus's 
as a sprayer and without training took her 
place on the conveyor belt spraying headboards. 
'War Work' for her meant spraying hospital 
furniture, telegraph poles, tent poles and 
the fuselages of Horsa gliders.

'Furnishing The World' extends over 150 years 
which saw the rise, hey-day, decline and 
steadying of this East End industry. The 
period spanned the arrival of motorised ve
hicles, saw the effect that two wars had on 
technological development and the consequences 
of 'utility' furniture. It includes the organ
isation of trade unions and the struggle of 
many who lost their jobs when it was found 
that they had become members. Women entered 
the industry in the 'spirit of a fair field 
and no favour' .

Many trade catalogues were issued and designs 
copied. Masters would send boys up to the 
West End in their lunch break to measure 'by 
eye' and note the construction details of 
furniture in the fashionable shop windows. 
This practice earned the East End cabinet 
makers the name of 'The Hackney Road Copiers'. 
Great advances were made in the retail trade 
with advertising, exhibiting and hire purchase, 
all giving incentive to patrons who ultimately 
keep the industry alive.
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Many furniture firms continue to work in 
the area and form a major part of the industry, 
also more and more 'designer makers' are 
setting up workshops producing one-off models 
or small batches.

This well written and illustrated publica
tion has the financial backing of 'The Friends 
Of The Geffrye Museum' . (The museum is a 
centre for the study of English furniture 
making, Est abi shed in 1914 at the old Geffrye 
almshouses Shoreditch at the heart of the 
East End.)

Michael and Heather Staff
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