
moving
an oral history of the haggerston estate

Elam Forrester, Rosie Fowler, David Roberts and Polly Rodgers





3

MOVING

An oral history of the Haggerston Estate by Elam Forrester, Rosie Fowler, 
David Roberts and Polly Rodgers

Testimonies and maps from: Andrea, Anonymous, Chantel, Elam, Eric, 
Jahcheyse, John, Lorna, Paul, Smart and Steve.

Introduction       p.4
Arrival        p.6
Longing       p.14
Everyday       p.22
Hope        p.30
Transition       p.38



4

In the months that led up to the final phases of the demolition of 
Haggerston Estate we embarked on a project to document the lives of 
some of its residents. At the time of writing Samuel House is the only 
block on the estate left standing. Scattered throughout the block are flats 
that are still occupied marked by tubs of flowers on ledges, clotheslines 
strung across balconies and sculptures made from bicycle wheels and 
hose-pipe that emerge from the walls like creatures coming out of 
hibernation. Interspersed are the flats that have already been vacated 
which are bricked-up with cheap bricks and un-cemented breeze-blocks.
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Two of us are newcomers to the estate, one has been collaborating on 
the projects there for the past couple of years and one has lived there 
almost all her life. The idea for this project came out of a wish to 
provide a platform for the unmediated voices of the people that lived 
on the estate to tell its story, both as a specific insight into Haggerston 
Estate itself, and as a snapshot of a rapidly changing area of East 
London. We have a very short time to gather these stories before the 
residents of Samuel House disperse; some into the new flats they are 
being re-housed in, and some into temporary housing while their flats 
are built. We hope to return to the project once all of the residents have 
been rehoused to see how their expectations, hopes and fears matched 
the realities of the redevelopment of the estate.
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There’s a story… a story-tale… someone saying ‘oh, the streets of 
London are paved with gold’ or something like that. I don’t know 
what story that is, I read that in primary school and I thought ‘are 

you serious?’



9

I and my girlfriend, an Irish lady named Mary. We used to live 
together in Lordship Road. And she say, ‘Eric, where we living 
here is a one bedroom. You’re working and I’m working but I’ll 

go look, I will look for somewhere else. You like right by the river 
and you like by the sea and things like that but you can’t be by the 
sea here. I’m gonna look for a place by the river, anywhere by the 
river and if we get a spot will you go and stay there?’ I say, ‘yes’ 

and she find it here, right by the canal. And I come stay with her, 
I left Lordship road and I come here and stay with her. I like it! 

In summer I go and swim in the canal. Yeah, me swimmer! Come 
from work, go down the shop, and a go and swim!
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I move in this flat ‘75, September ‘75. Life in Portugal they 
very hard and my parents is here already that’s why I came for. 

Sometimes they work and work and they want to feed their kids 
and they don’t have enough money, they don’t have enough food, 
no money. Well, first to came to England I get so scared. I never 
see a city so big as this one, and big buildings and everything. I 

never saw roads so big like that you know. When I’m coming over 
I went to live in Holloway, and Holloway road is a very big road, 
and I tell you when I saw that road I nearly had a heart attack. 

People they’re not very friendly when we come, you not speaking 
English and they’re really a bit off with you, but once you start 

to get to know them and they start to get to know you then they 
start to get friendly.
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I’ve lived here all my life, since I was born. I have a Mum, she lives 
with me, I live with her.
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I come here because I was working at the London Chest Hospital 
and the GLC at the time, who owned these flats was doing a LETs 
scheme for hospital staff - low paid people – so that’s when I put 
in for one, but most of the people who come here at the time I 
did seemed to use the low rents to get onto the property ladder, 

you know, get a flat or something, which I should have done 
really, I was one of the few people who actually stayed. Because it 
was only about eleven pound a week rent. Looking back I really 
regret… I should have used the low rent to get something really, 
a property or something. The trouble for me, the way it’s worked 
out for me is not very good, because if I’d have been say, about 

forty now, moving again…whereas now, at my age, moving again 
is… very difficult, you know, really.
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We’ve got a small kitchen. I had to take the door off the kitchen 
to fit the fridge. I like nice kitchens. It would be nice to have a 

kitchen where you can have a table and sit down and you know… 
talk. 
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Here you used to have people breeding birds everywhere and that’s 
all gone because now you’re not even allowed to bloody feed the 
pigeons, not than anyone would want to feed the pigeons but 

it means you can’t also have racing pigeons, it means all sorts of 
other things. Or feed the foxes you know? We all fed the foxes. We 
had a car down there. One car was called the fox car and one was 
called the cat car, so everybody fed the cats in the cat car and then 

the other, which also the cats would always eat at…



21

I get something in the bottom of the sea, I find something in the 
bottom of the sea…black coral. Black coral, it more expensive 

than gold. And I find it! And I go to Hatton Garden with a few 
pieces. You know in Hatton Garden they do all the furniture and 
all the thing there; any special thing you go to Hatton Garden. 
I bring a few pieces to them. ‘What you say mister?’ ‘I’m a diver 
and this is black coral.’ He take a few pieces off me, yeah he take 
a few pieces off me, and he gave me…a thousand pound…yeah 
he give me a thousand pound! Black coral! Yeah that’s what I’m 
talking about. It’s more expensive than gold, yeah… it’s not all, 
but people have come all about looking for that. Some of them 

never find it.
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Three brooms, to try to kill the rats and I kill them, but that is 
where they knocked down the other flats, that’s when the rats 

start to come in. I went outside and I saw the rats on the corridor 
its two of them, and I call my husband and he comes with the 
water and (laughs) I say ‘what the hell you doing with that?’ 

And I get the broom, my husband he run inside and I get the 
broom and I put its head going around and I smash him with the 
broom, there’s blood all over the place and one of them is going 
‘eeeeeeeeee!’ I say ‘hey you bugger, have it.’ I’m not scared of the 
rats; they’re more scared of us than us of them (laughs). I like to 

live here in the area now. I don’t want to move. I always have good 
neighbours. Always have good neighbours.
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Cause the kitchen is very small, like, whenever you go in there and 
try and watch what’s going on you can’t really see and you know, I 
end up getting in the way and she doesn’t really like people in the 
kitchen whilst she’s in there. So I don’t really, I don’t actually really 
know how to cook all this food, so. I wish I did but I think I will 
definitely learn one day but, you know, she’s in there, there’s no 

space for me to go in there so that’s my excuse really [laughs]. But 
umm, yeah she does all the cooking; I think she enjoys cooking 
so. Well there’s not really much surface area to even like chop up 
the vegetables and stuff so that’s why ‘cause I don’t really go in, 
like I don’t, I don’t really help out that much ‘cause there’s just 
no space really, so yeah.  In a tight squeeze you can fit like four 
people in there, it’s a tight squeeze and you’ve gotta pass things 
over people’s head and stuff. So yeah, that’s always quite funny 

and someone’s opening the fridge, and someone’s by the sink and 
yeah, it’s like a tight squeeze.
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My school uniform is purple and it’s different to other schools 
around the area. At school I like to eat pasta and or a sandwich 
or something cus I don’t really like their food. And at home I 
eat more traditional food, which I enjoy more. Ackee, saltfish, 
dumpling, like rice and pease, chicken, fish like thing that you 

would probably see people eating in Jamaica.
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People don’t believe my age because they tell me I’m a cheater - 
I’m cheating. Tomorrow, I’ll be in my eighties. I used to do a lot 

of things, exercise, I do a lot of things. I used to be a deep sea 
diver, I did diving in the sea, and when you dive in the sea, you 
got to stay fresh. You cannot smoke and you cannot drink and I 

get on with that.
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My music’s been the main thing I’ve done, and now I’ve had this 
operation, hopefully in the spring I’ll be going back down the 
market, the flower market. Take the accordion down there and 

play. When you go down there you meet different people, it’s the 
way you socialise isn’t it, really? I started doing busking about ten 
years ago. It was probably the most thing I done, busking, back 

then. When busking come back into fashion a bit it was easier to 
do, when it come back into fashion, there were buskers on the 
underground an’ that. I met quite a few different people down 

there. David Bailey took some photos of me. I just like to play to 
the people, you know. They seem to appreciate it. The important 

thing was the people, wasn’t it?
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It’s become like a little village in the middle of the city.
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You can do something to make the place you live in nice. Because 
even the tyres, somebody had come and dumped the tyres and 

then Ruth had the idea that we could use the tyres and use them 
as planters, and that’s what we did, she got plants and we planted 
and painted up the little bollards and stuff like that, you know?
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Because everybody was in this suspension period for a few years, 
I think it created a unique circumstance where people were really 
thinking about what is it that we’re leaving behind, what is this 

place? And suddenly it just became home. Because everybody was 
always told, since twenty, thirty years, you’re going to only be here 
for a year or two, including me when I first moved here, they said, 

‘you’re going to be here for six months to a year, it’s going to be 
knocked down’. So nobody actually like, psychologically people 
always thought they’re going to lose it, they’re going to lose it, 

right, and suddenly it was like ‘OK, we’re going to lose it but it’s 
going to be in four years time, so we have four years here’. It was 

the first time we had a time frame, almost.
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I always find it funny how like a lot of my friends or people that 
I’ve known in the past like, people who I went to secondary 

school with, like when I said that I live in Hackney – or even my 
first year at uni, like a lot of people when I told them I live in 

Hackney they were like ‘oh my god Hackney, oh my god that’s so 
dangerous, that’s such a bad area. Wow, you know, you must have 
experienced a lot of bad things’ whatever, people just assume that. 
But then now when you say you live in Hackney it’s like a totally 
different response, it’s like ‘wow’, you know, ‘you live in Hackney, 
wow’ like ‘cool, trendy’ and just think oh god, you know a couple 
of years ago you wasn’t saying that. Yeah so I always find that quite 

interesting that now it’s seen in a different way.  
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There was a guy in Broadway Market, everybody tried to fight for 
him, he’s been there for 20 years and he’s been pushed out. He 

had a fish shop. And what’s there now? A fish shop. Very fancy fish 
shop. Nobody of the fancy people would buy fish off him, but he 
was just fine, the same fish kind of. And now all the fancy people 

buy fish. 







I’m supposed to be here temporarily. Since ‘75 I should be moving 
all these years ago and I’m still temporarily waiting to be moving 

(Laughs) and the time has never come at all.
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When I was younger I didn’t really know many people, I just used 
to see people, but like since the whole blocks have been knocked 
down people have moved, people have like come together, closer. 
I feel part of the community. Just different people from different 
parts of the world, living in like the same area who all get along.








