
The Estall Family: A History in Three Acts

Our grandmother Bessie was born to William and Sarah Estall  in 1891. This is a look back
through time at the generations of Estalls who preceded her.

The family arrives on stage

In 1721 William Estall married Leah Holt in St. Mary’s Church on Whitechapel Street, marking
the beginning of our Estall line in London’s East End.a The couple took up residence in an area
just east of the Tower of London. Their home, as shown in the baptismal records of their two
children, Rebecca, born in 1722, and John, born in 1723, was on White’s Yard (current-day John
Fisher Street) off of Rosemary Lane (current-day Royal Mint Street).

Act I: The tallow chandlers 

William was a tallow chandler: a maker and seller of tallow (animal
fat-based)  candles.  These  candles  were  the  main
source of affordable lighting in London for centuries.1

His  son  John  followed  in  his  father’s  footsteps,
entering an apprenticeship to the trade in 1739.2

A history  of  the  Tallow Chandlers  Company  sheds
light on the nature of their work and life. In Let There
Be Light – The City of London and the Tallow Candle

a Much of the information on the Estall family of London’s East End is courtesy of the in-depth research of Mark 
and Kim Baldacchino posted to their “Estall Family” website https://mbaldac.tribalpages.com.

A 1746 map of London with Rosemary Lane highlighted in red and White's Yard in yellow
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Trade, the company’s website explains that “small workshops fronted with little shop fronts were
used  by  candle  makers  to  craft,  display  and sell  their  wares.  Masters  and  their  apprentices
worked upwards of sixteen hours a day in these workshops, transforming tallow supplied by
butchers into dipped and moulded candles.”3

If the Estall family sold its own goods, it is likely they did so on Rosemary Lane. This “hub of
commercial activity outside of the City”4 was a street of shops and barrows within steps of their
home. “And there every afternoon, barring the Sundays, a Rag Fair was held in the street,”5 a fair
that began around 1700 and lasted for over a century.6 It sold, among other things, used clothing
to the city’s poor.7

“The first thing you might have noticed was the smell – the flat, stale odour of old clothes and
wet wool. Most days, you would also be confronted by an equally odiferous throng of people –
hawkers, servants, sailors, prostitutes, housewives and merchants all lining a cobbled street that
stretched for half a mile to Cable street and Well Close square. A sea of people obscuring the
shops with their painted signs and varied wares on sale – this was London’s Rag Fair.”8

“The bakers’ cry of ‘diddle, diddle, dumplins ho!’ competed with the rag woman’s reply ‘Old clo!
Old clo!’”9 Everything was for sale, peddled from the shops, the stalls, from baskets, even from
blankets spread out on the pavement. And with the hubbub came an element of crime, primarily
of thieves preying on the shops and shoppers on the bustling street. According to one study,
“crime was endemic on this street and the Fair was thought to have been the prime cause.”10

Off of Rosemary Lane were the “narrow courts and dark passages,”11 one of which was White’s
Yard where William and Leah Estall raised their two children.12

White’s Yard was in the lowest rung of tax assessments, indicating the street was very poor.13 It’s
hard  to  say  what  the  financial  condition  of  each  individual  family  was,  though,  since  the

"Rag Fair," ca. 1800, by Thomas Rowlandson



neighborhoods contained mixed housing.14 Considering William Estall was employed in a trade
and was probably a merchant, he likely was reasonably comfortable.b

After 29 years of married life,  working long days amidst the bustle of Rosemary Lane,  and
helping raise their children, William died in 1750. Leah passed away ten years later. Both were
buried at All Hallows London Wall church along the old Roman wall that surrounded the city.

As mentioned, William and Leah’s son John apprenticed in his father’s
trade starting at age 15,  continuing both in his father’s occupational
footsteps and neighborhood. He lived his entire life on White’s Yard,
or more specifically in a rented home on Angel’s Court which ran off
of it.15 We know that he insured his goods on White’s Yard in 1777
against fire  for a value of  £100, indicating he was reasonably well
off.16

The  St.  Mary’s  parish  register  recorded  his  baptism,  his  twelve
children’s baptisms (eight sons and four daughters), and ultimately his
burial at the advanced age of 86 in 1810 — two weeks after his wife’s.
We haven’t found a record of his marriage to Mary but their union was long and fruitful, and he
didn’t long survive her loss.

The days of tallow candles were numbered, their usefulness superseded by oil lamps, paraffin
candles, and street gas lighting. As a consequence John’s sons looked elsewhere for employment,
with most of them taking up the plastering trade.

One of his sons, though, William, the third of his twelve children, took up weaving and began the
Estall  migration  a  mile  north  into  the
Shoreditch and Bethnal Green parishes of the
East End.

A map of  eastern London showing parish boundaries.

St. Botolph without Aldgate (#23 blue) 

Whitechapel (yellow)

Spitalfields (#18 orange)

Shoreditch (red)

Bethnal Green (green)

Mile End New Town (#19 white)

Mile End Old Town (gray)

Act II:  The weavers

William, born in 1749 to John and Mary Estall,  was the first of our line of Estall men who
worked at silk weaving.

Silk weaving was brought  to  London’s  East  End by French protestants –  Huguenots –  who
emigrated to England after Louis XIV banned protestant religions in 1685. The industry became
highly profitable after the English Parliament enacted a ban on the importation of foreign silk

b In her doctoral thesis, Janice Turner says “the inhabitants were mostly poor but there was also a fair sprinkling 
of well-off and middling people.”
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goods in 1773. The ban lasted about 50 years, and at the end of it there were 17,000 looms
operating  in  Spitalfields,  the  East  End’s  hub  for  silk  weaving.  Weaving  continued  to  be
economically viable until 1860, the year tariffs on French goods were eliminated and English
weaving could no longer compete with less expensive and superior quality French silk goods.17

There were three generations of Estall men who lived through silk weaving’s boom years and
weaved for their supper, starting with William Estall, born in 1749, and ending with his grandson
Henry Estall, who died in 1866.

Silk  weaving was predominately performed in  the  home,  in  the  parishes  of  Spitalfields  and
Bethnal Green. Row housing with large upper-story windows was specifically built for weavers,
designed to maximize the daylight illuminating their  looms. The weavers obtained their  raw
materials  from  manufacturing  firms  and  turned  in  their  woven  product  for  wages,  which,
unfortunately, were usually meager.

“Weavers typically worked at the looms for 14 to 16 hours per day, and yet many still couldn’t
make  ends  meet.”18 Husbands,  wives,  and  children  would  frequently  work  side  by  side  to
increase production,  meaning there could be as many as  four looms in a
home, crowding out the available living space. The “jarring and clashing” of
the looms was often accompanied by “a singing bird in a little cage, which
trolls its song, and seems to think the loom an instrument of music.”19 The
entrapment and enjoyment of song birds was a widely reported trait of the
East End silk weavers … as were,  of course, their  fine damasks, velvets,
satins, and brocades for both clothing and furniture.

Spitalfields weaver's workshop, June 1885.
From Spitalfields Life, “Dickens in Spitalfields 4, the silk weavers”

Old-style boom box?



Scene I — William Estall

William Estall (born on White’s Yard in 1749) married Sarah Bay in
December 1770 at St. Botolph without Bishopsgate church. They had
their  first  child  six  months  later  in  southwest  Bethnal  Green  and
baptised him at St. Matthew Church. Their second child, John Estall,
was born in 1773 a few blocks away in nearby Shoreditch and was
baptised at  St.  Leonard Church. Their  last  child was born in 1780,
again in Bethnal Green.

Other than the short-time residence in Shoreditch, the family lived in
Bethnal Green in a three-block area bounded by Church Street on the
north (current-day Bethnal Green Road), Bacon Street on the south,
Club Row on the west, and Brick Lane on the east. They lived for 30 years of their marriage in a
rented row house on Little Bacon Street (now gone), the first house off of Brick Lane.

The Estall 
neighborhood of 
southwest Bethnal 
Green, from a 1792 
map of London.

The red star marks the 
location of William 
Estall’s home.

St. Matthew Church is 
on the far right of the 
map.

Their two older sons followed into the silk weaving trade like their dad. Their youngest son went
into the English Army.

William’s wife Sarah died at age 77 in 1829. We’re not sure what year William passed away but
he was still around for the 1832 tax survey, putting him in his mid 80s. Apparently he inherited
his father’s long-life genes.

With his wife’s passing his world took a bit of a hit. His home of 30 years was not only quieted
by Sarah’s death, the block he lived on was taken over and William was forced to move a few
blocks farther south. He returned a year later to Swan Street (now Cygnet Street), and then the
paper trail goes cold, as perhaps did he.

Scene II — John Estall

I’d venture to guess that most of us can recall the local bustling shopping streets of our youth.
William Estall had Rosemary Lane as a lad. His son John had Brick Lane. [And of course Paul
McCartney had Penny Lane, but he’s not in our play.]
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John, born in Shoreditch but raised in Bethnal Green, was the second
weaver  of  our generational  act.  He was born in  1773, undoubtedly
learned his trade at the hands of his father, William, and at the age of
23, in 1796, married Elizabeth Tops at St. Matthew Church, a couple
of blocks east of his home.

Elizabeth Tops bore him five children, four sons and a daughter, from
1798 through 1809. All were baptised at St. Matthew Church.

The  four  sons  went  into  weaving  and  plied  their  trade  in  Bethnal
Green.

John died around age 38; his wife reported that she’d been a widow for 29 years when she was
at the Bethnal Green Workhouse in 1840, which would place his death in 1811. Elizabeth lived
until age 68, passing away in 1843, apparently at the home of her oldest son John. Elizabeth’s
burial was from St. Matthew Church.

A Dramatic Aside

George Estall — John and Elizabeth’s fourth child — lived the quintessential life of a
Bethnal  Green  silk  weaver  in  its
waning era.

He learned his trade from his father,
and  married  a  weaver’s  widow
living in his boyhood neighborhood.
The  pair  eked  out  a  living  by
working side by each,  he  weaving
while she and her children assisted
as  silk  winders  and  braid  makers
(per  the  1851  census).  Ten  years
later she, too, was weaving. They’d
moved by then to New York Street
(current  day  Jersey  Street)  farther
east in Bethnal Green.

As George aged and eventually fell
ill  he  went  to  the  Bethnal  Green
Workhouse for treatment. He shows
up there in the April, 1871, census
as  an  inmate,  aged 64.  (Strains  of
“will you still need me, will you still
feed me?” echo in my mind’s ear.)

As winter’s cold weather set in he was still in the workhouse, much to his detriment.

Like many stories of the working poor in London’s East End, George’s ended badly —
on Christmas Day of 1871 —  when he died from exposure to cold in his unheated
workhouse infirmary ward, rolling out of his bed and expiring on the floor. The scene
could have come straight  out of  a Dicken’s novel.  Poor George became a ghost  on,
ahem, a Christmas past.

Excerpt from The Times, London, p. 7
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Scene III — Henry Estall

The youngest child of John and Elizabeth was born in 1809 in Bethnal
Green, almost eleven years the junior of his oldest brother and 2-1/2
years younger than George (above). Like his siblings before him, he
followed in his father’s silk weaving footsteps, but Henry was coming
to the party late, with silk weaving soon to lose it’s tariff protection
and  the  trade  coming  under  pressure  of  industrialization  (and  it’s
waning reliance on labor) and the vagaries of the silk market.

Perhaps as a consequence of this pressure, we see a pattern of frequent
moves in this generation … no longer staying 30 years or so in one
place, we see them moving from neighborhood to neighborhood across
the parish or even outside the parish, looking for work and affordable housing. I suspect whereas
his  father  may have owned his  own loom, thus  staying in  place,  this  generation — moving
around a good deal — probably worked the looms of their employers in weavers’ row housing.

Henry — or  ʼenry as his Cockney pals would have called him — married Elizabeth Rice, the
daughter of a weaver who lived in Hackney, the parish to the north of Bethnal Green. Henry was
19, she was 20, when they exchanged vows in 1828. They began their family in Shoreditch, on
Great Leonard Street, with the birth of Elizabeth in 1831, followed by eleven other children over
the next twenty three years. Six of their children were girls, six were boys.

They stayed on Great Leonard Street for eight to ten years, then went through seven residences
in a dozen years in Bethnal Green, Mile End New Town, and Shoreditch. With tenement housing

typically  one  to  three  rooms
in size, the children probably
slept  two  or  three  to  a  bed.
Having  the  children  spaced
out over 23 years, though, and
losing  three  in  their  youth,20

meant  that  they  only  had  to
feed  and  sleep  about  five  of
them  at  any  one  time.
Nevertheless, feeding them on
a silk weaver’s income would
have been challenging at best,
so  Elizabeth  helped with  the

weaving while the children, as young as age six, pitched in with spinning and other duties to
keep production high.

Henry may have had health problems, as he sought treatment at the Bethnal Green workhouse
infirmary at age 31, appeared again in 1847, 1852, and 1860, and passed away from bronchitis at
age 56 in 1866. 

Though sick, he had amazing staying power, evidenced by the 1871 census which showed him as
still living five years after his death. Families seemed prone to shading facts for census takers,
and one can only speculate why his widow reported living with what must have been another
Estall ghost. He’d died in Bethnal Green and was buried in Victoria Park Cemetery, which today
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is a public park (Meath Gardens). His bones, if still there, are unmarked, but for a man who
seemed to survive death, maybe he didn’t need a resting spot anyway.

His wife Elizabeth remarried in 1870 and died three years later at age 64.

Henry was the last of the weavers in our family line.

Act III:  The labourers

With the collapse of the weaving industry in the East End, Henry’s sons were left without a trade
and likely without an education, as mandatory schooling only began in 1880 in England.21 They
are what I call the Labourers, but could also be aptly named the Lost Generation.

All four of the surviving sons, Henry, John, George, and William,
were shown in censuses from the 1870s through the early 1900s as
“general  labourers,”  though  other  non-skilled  work  occasionally
arose,  such as  grave  digger,  brick  maker,  match  box maker,  and
waterside  labourer.  At  least  two  of  them  depended  on  the  local
government for jobs.

Like their father before them, they moved around quite frequently,
probably a sign of financial and job instability, as well as reactions
to frequent rent raises. They tended to have large families, eleven
children being the average among them. They lived in the downward
spiraling  slums  of  East  London,  mostly  in  Bethnal  Green,22 but
Henry and John also later in Bow and West Ham.

William, the youngest of the sons, was my
grandmother Bessie’s father. He was born
on New Inn Yard in Shoreditch in 1852.
He apparently inherited his father’s poor
health  as  he  was  separated  from  the
English  Army  in  1879  due  to  frequent
illness. He worked for the local council as

a general labourer, a waterside labourer, and ground labourer. He took
up twice with single mothers, had children by both, and married the
second one.

He was in and out of workhouse infirmaries toward the end of his life, dying at the age of 53,
even younger than his dad. Not hale to begin with, after the death of his wife on Christmas Eve
in 1899 and a year’s stay in the infirmary thereafter, he was probably unable to work steadily.
Even if he was able to find work, he wouldn’t have been able to simultaneously take care of his
children, which led him to abandoning them in 1901. He died five years later after frequent visits
to the Mile End workhouse infirmary.

William and his brothers — between the dislocation caused by industrialization, overpopulation/
competition for jobs, and lack of education — were caught in a web of poverty they were ill-
prepared to escape. For William, it led to a dismal end.

And with William’s end we’ve come to the end of our ancestral historical play.
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News, 1889



Curtains … and a Coda

History  shows our  ancestors  typically  found work in  the  prevailing  industries  of  their  area:
arsenal work in Woolwich, silk weaving in the East End of London, farming in rural Canada,
auto factories in Detroit. They often worked in their father’s trade if technology hadn’t make it
obsolete.

The Estall men followed that tradition, finding work that was typical for their place and time, and
frequently following in their father’s footsteps … at least until technology or economics caused a
major disruption.

Bessie’s  generation,  following  one  that  was  bereft  of  opportunity,  benefited  from England’s
institution  of  compulsory  public  education.  That  —  and the poor  laws and social  adoption
agencies — allowed them to generally fare better than their  parents despite extremely rough
starts in life.

We owe a debt to Bessie’s ancestors for soldiering on and providing us the spark of life. And
we’re  grateful  our  modern  age  has  better  working  and  living  conditions  and  employment
opportunities than they had.

We can’t appreciate where we’re at until we’ve seen where we’ve been. And we can’t optimize
the future until we’ve absorbed the lessons of the past. That’s our three-act play in a nutshell.
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