
'Wander	 East'	 explores	 through	 digital	 platforms	 London's	 first	 'Chinatown,' 	 based	 in	 
in	 Limehouse,	 in	 East	 London.	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 was	 most	 prominent	 from	 
1890-1930.	 

The	 trail	 is	 designed	 to	 be	 self-directed	 and	 is	 accessible	 online.	 Technology	 utilized	 
as	 a	 way	 of	 interacting	 with	 and	 representing	 urban	 space.	 Wander	 East	 through	 East	 
also	 works	 as	 a	 stationary	 experience,	 accessed	 through	 the	 website	 where	 
participants	 become	 mental	 travellers.	 	 

I	 am	 going	 to	 go	 through	 some	 of	 my	 thinking	 around	 designing	 this	 trail.	 	 

Aims	 of	 audio	 trail	 are:	 	 

i.  Critically	 engage	 with	 the	 place	 Poplar	 and	 Limehouse,	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 in	 
in	 actuality	 as	 well	 as	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘Limehouse	 Chinatown.’	 

ii.  To	 reinsert	 the	 Chinese	 voice	 into	 London's	 historical	 narrative,	 mapping	 the	 
story	 of	 Chinese	 migration	 and	 initial	 settlement	 in	 London.	 	 

Image:	 This	 image	 shows	 London’s	 original	 Chinatown,	 situated	 in	 Limehouse	 near	 
the	 docks.	 It	 is	 described	 in	 a	 contemporary	 magazine	 as	 ‘a	 much	 more	 orderly	 and	 
law-abiding	 quarter	 than	 those	 of	 New	 York	 or	 San	 Francisco.’	 1920	 

Pinder,	 David,	 Arts	 of	 urban	 exploration,	 Cultural	 Geographies	 12,	 no.4	 (2005):	 
383-411	 
Coverly,	 Merlin,	 Psychogeography,	 Pocket	 Essentials,	 Hertfordshire,	 2006	 
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Limehouse	 Chinatown	 actually	 falls	 into	 Limehouse	 and	 Poplar	 today.	 Changes	 to	 LCC	 
borders.	 	 
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Contact:	 Early 	 Chinese	 travellers	 to	 Britain	 can	 be	 traced	 to	 the	 early	 17th	 century,	 	 
they	 consisted	 of	 diplomats,	 officials	 as	 well	 as	 students.	 	 

Settlement:	 With	 the	 advancement	 of	 steam	 navigation	 in	 the	 19th	 century	 there	 
were	 an	 increasing	 number	 of	 shipping	 vessels	 travelling	 between	 locations	 in	 the	 
British	 Empire,	 more	 sailors	 passing	 through	 London.	 	 

e.g.	 The	 British	 India	 Steam	 Navigation	 Company	 (BISNC),	 with	 ships	 such	 as	 the	 SS	 
Almora	 	 and	 the	 Blue	 Funnel	 Line	 brought	 more	 Chinese	 seamen	 to	 London,	 
especially	 after	 1890. 	 (	 Port	 Cities)	 

Businesses	 emerged	 to	 cater	 to	 the	 transient	 sea-faring	 communities.	 These	 included	 
lodging	 houses	 around	 the	 West	 India	 and	 East	 India	 Docks,	 particularly	 around	 Ming	 
Street,	 Pennyfields	 and	 Limehouse	 Causeway.	 Businesses	 included	 hand	 laundries,	 
lodging	 houses	 and	 local	 shops.	 	 

Why	 settle:	 Many	 sailors	 were	 stranded	 when	 ships	 were	 not	 available	 to	 head	 back	 
to	 their	 country	 of	 origin.	 Others	 found	 work,	 and	 decided	 to	 make	 a	 life	 for	 
themselves	 in	 London.	 Others	 stayed	 for	 a	 little	 while	 and	 then	 moved	 on.	 	 

Records:	 The	 number	 of	 settled	 Chinese	 sailors	 is	 difficult	 to	 determine	 due	 to	 the	 
fluidity	 of	 their	 movement.	 Census	 records	 at	 the	 time	 emphasised	 place	 of	 birth	 
over	 ethnic	 origin,	 which	 also	 distorted	 numbers.	 In	 1881	 the	 number	 of	 Chinese	 in	 
London	 was	 recorded	 as	 109,	 70	 of	 which	 were	 in	 Limehouse.	 	 

By	 1921	 the	 number	 of	 Chinese	 migrants	 in	 London	 has	 risen	 to	 711,	 with	 337	 in	 
Limehouse.	 These	 figures	 reflect	 the	 relatively	 small	 numbers	 compared	 to	 
Chinatowns	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 	 

Racial	 Criticism:	 Despite	 the	 intermittent	 movement	 and	 settlement	 of	 Chinese	 
sailors,	 a	 small	 settled	 community	 did	 form	 around	 the	 Docks	 inviting	 much	 
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Decline:	 	 

From	 the	 1930s,	 this	 original	 London	 Chinatown	 had	 been	 in	 decline.	 	 

Exact	 reasons	 for	 the	 decline	 of	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 are	 still	 being	 explored,	 but	 
some	 contributing	 factors	 for	 the	 decline	 of	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 are:	 

-  Decline	 in	 the	 number	 of	 ships	 coming	 through,	 and	 increasing	 usage	 of	 Docks	 
further	 out	 towards	 the	 sea	 mean	 there	 was	 not	 as	 much	 business.	 	 

-  Decline	 in	 businesses	 such	 as	 hand	 laundries.	 	 
-  Redevelopment	 of	 the	 Pennyfields/Limehouse	 Causeway	 Area:	 slum	 clearance	 
-  Second	 World	 War:	 Blitz	 which	 targeted	 East	 London	 area.	 E.g.	 interesting	 clip	 by	 

Leslie	 Hoe	 about	 his	 father	 taking	 over	 someone	 else's	 restaurant	 during	 war	 time.	 	 

Image:	 This	 drawing	 records	 bomb	 damaged	 buildings	 in	 Limehouse	 Causeway	 near	 
the	 docks	 just	 after	 World	 War	 II.	 The	 Wo	 Fong	 Chinese	 restaurant	 at	 number	 23	 has	 
survived,	 but	 much	 of	 the	 area	 was	 destroyed	 in	 the	 blitz.	 The	 remainder	 was	 
demolished	 and	 cleared	 by	 London	 County	 Council.	 Charles	 Potter,	 1945	 

Remnants:	 What's	 left	 of	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 are	 Road	 names	 like	 Mandarin	 
Street,	 Pekin	 Street	 and	 Canton	 Street	 are	 a	 reminder	 of	 the	 community	 and	 of	 
London's	 Far	 Eastern	 trading	 connections.	 	 
Chinese	 restaurants:	 	 

From:	 'Pennyfields',	 Survey	 of	 London:	 volumes	 43	 and	 44:	 Poplar,	 Blackwall	 and	 Isle	 
of	 Dogs	 (1994),	 pp.	 111-113.	 URL:	 http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?
compid=46475	 	 Date	 accessed:	 05	 February	 2014.	 
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So	 what's	 left	 today?	 What	 do	 we	 have	 left	 to	 work	 with?	 

Aesthetically,	 ‘Limehouse	 Chinatown’	 is	 at	 its	 most	 visible	 today	 literally	 just	 in	 street	 
names	 such	 as	 Ming	 Street,	 Canton	 Street	 and	 Nankin	 Street.	 These	 street	 names	 are	 
illustrative	 of	 the	 formulaic	 methods	 of	 naming	 streets	 in	 a	 Chinese	 ‘place’,	 similar	 
names	 being	 adopted	 in	 Chinatowns	 all	 over	 the	 world.	 	 

Community	 organisations	 such	 as	 the	 Tower	 Hamlets	 Chinese	 Community	 Centre	 
on	 Commercial	 Road.	 	 

Local	 Friends	 Restaurant	 on	 Salmon	 Lane	 is	 reportedly	 the	 first	 Chinese	 Restaurant	 in	 
the	 UK	 	 

As	 you	 can	 see,	 very	 little	 is	 left	 in	 the	 original	 physical	 infrastructure	 of	 Limehouse	 
Chinatown,	 	 simply	 because	 of	 the	 different	 waves	 of	 redevelopment	 in	 the	 area.	 
From	 the	 pre	 war	 slum	 clearance,	 the	 post	 war	 redevelopment,	 and	 then	 the	 
construction	 of	 Canary	 Wharf	 and	 DLR	 through	 the	 London	 Docklands	 Development	 
Corporation	 (LDDC)	 which	 was	 created	 in	 1981	 and	 	 to	 oversee	 the	 world's	 largest	 
urban	 regeneration	 project	 at	 that	 time.	 

Using	 oral	 history,	 scripted	 imaginary	 characters	 and	 historical	 and	 contemporary	 
images	 beside	 one	 another,	 I	 try	 to	 engage	 the	 walker	 with	 the	 place’s	 history.	 

Limehouse	 Causeway:	 The	 Cantonese	 Quarter	 

The	 trail	 reflects	 the	 nuances	 of	 Limehouse	 Chinatowns	 cultural	 geography.	 There	 
were	 two	 distinct	 Chinese	 subcultures	 that	 had	 settled	 in	 Limehouse	 Chinatown.	 The	 
sailors	 from	 Shanghai	 generally	 settled	 in	 Pennyfields,	 whilst	 the	 Cantonese	 sailors	 
settled	 in	 Limehouse	 Causeway.	 Locally	 however,	 Limehouse	 Causeway	 and	 
Pennyfields	 were	 referred	 to	 simply	 as	 the	 ‘Chinese	 Causeway.’	 	 	 
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Pennyfields:	 Sited	 at	 the	 western	 end	 of	 Poplar	 High	 Street,	 Pennyfields,	 with	 its	 low-
class	 housing	 and	 shops,	 formed	 a	 'buffer'	 between	 the	 shabby	 respectability	 of	 the	 
High	 Street	 and	 the	 exotic	 Oriental	 underworld	 of	 Limehouse	 Causeway	 to	 the	 west.	 
During	 the	 closing	 decades	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 and	 the	 early	 years	 of	 the	 
twentieth,	 Pennyfields	 was	 a	 strange	 mixture	 of	 both	 societies.	 By	 the	 inter-war	 years	 
the	 street	 had	 become	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 Chinese	 East	 End.	 	 

All	 the	 buildings	 associated	 with	 the	 street's	 colourful	 past	 have	 been	 demolished,	 
however,	 replaced	 by	 public	 housing	 during	 the	 1960s	 
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‘Global’	 through	 ‘Local’	 

Limehouse	 Chinatown	 is	 a	 place	 connected	 to	 a	 global	 network	 of	 social	 relations	 
based	 on	 19thC	 international	 division	 of	 labour	 and	 pattern	 of	 trade.	 	 

These	 connections	 are	 reflected	 in	 the	 street	 names	 of	 Docklands	 and	 its	 
infrastructure	 (	 EIDR/WIDR/CR)	 

By	 readdressing	 the	 way	 this	 place	 is	 interpreted,	 the	 Wander	 East	 through	 East	 trail	 
attempts	 to	 engage	 local	 audiences,	 to	 interrogate	 the	 histories	 that	 have	 informed	 
the	 physical	 infrastructure	 of	 Limehouse,	 which	 may	 constitute	 their	 everyday	 
surroundings.	 	 

Rise	 of	 organised	 tourism/urban	 exploration:	 From	 the	 late	 19th	 century,	 there	 was	 
a	 changing	 perception	 of	 urban	 exploration	 with	 the	 rise	 of	 travel	 writing	 and	 
increasing	 interest	 in	 imperial	 metropolises.	 	 

East	 London	 and	 Limehouse	 came	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 place	 to	 ‘travel’	 to	 and	 explore,	 
within	 the	 London	 tourist	 industry	 in	 the	 early	 1900s.	 	 	 

The	 other	 as	 spectacle:	 Slumming	 

Exploration	 of	 the	 East	 End	 and	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 offered	 variety	 and	 allowed	 
spectators	 to	 interact	 with	 ‘other’	 cultures	 and	 renegotiate	 cultural	 boundaries.	 
These	 cultural	 practices	 became	 so	 fashionable,	 that	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 featured	 
on	 bus	 tours	 led	 by	 Thomas	 Cook	 travel	 agents.	 This	 type	 of	 tourism,	 
of travelling from	 more	 'respectable'	 parts	 of	 London	 to	 East	 London	 came	 to	 be	 
known	 as	 'slumming,'	 and	 as	 a	 way	 of	 engaging	 with	 the	 underbelly	 of	 London.	 
These	 'unofficial'	 tourist	 attractions	 slowly	 came	 to	 be	 incorporated	 into	 London	 

7	 



Aims:	 to	 re-imagine	 the	 historical	 Chinese	 subject,	 and	 insert	 this	 into	 the	 historical	 narrative	 
of	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 but	 also	 to	 get	 walkers	 to	 critically	 engage	 with	 the	 space.	 	 

Imperialism/Industrialisation	 are	 very	 much	 part	 of	 the	 story	 of	 Limehouse	 Chinatown.	 

The	 trail	 highlights	 this.	 The	 physical	 structures	 guide	 people’s	 routes	 today	 bear	 the	 traces	 
of	 these	 processes.	 	 

Local	 audiences	 however	 might	 not	 always	 be	 engaged	 with	 how	 and	 why	 Limehouse	 and	 
Poplar’s	 aesthetic/geography	 was	 constructed	 in	 this	 way	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 	 

Georgie	 Wemyss	 in	 The	 Invisible	 Empire	 has	 an	 interesting	 critique	 of	 the	 LDDC’s	 
redevelopment	 of	 the	 area	 and	 attempt	 to	 forget	 some	 of	 the	 imperial	 connections	 through	 
the	 renaming	 of	 the	 Docklands	 areas.	 	 	 

Image:	 The	 main	 roads	 WIDR,	 EIDR,	 CR	 were	 historically	 engineered	 to	 enable	 goods	 from	 
the	 Docks	 in	 East	 London	 to	 move	 to	 the	 City,	 from	 East	 India	 and	 West	 India	 Dock	 Roads	 via	 
Commercial	 Road	 into	 the	 City,	 making	 Limehouse	 a	 place	 of	 global	 exchange.	 	 

Approach	 to	 route/walking	 experience:	 

Derive:	 As	 an	 approach	 to	 walking	 the	 Wander	 East	 through	 East	 route,	 I	 have	 employed	 the	 
Situationist	 concept	 of	 derive.	 Derive;	 literally	 meaning	 ‘drift’	 refers	 to	 an	 unplanned	 
journey	 through	 a	 space	 as	 an	 experimental	 method	 in	 engaging	 more	 authentically	 with	 a	 
place’s	 psycho	 geography.	 

[Situationist	 Background/link:	 	 The	 Situationist	 movement	 began	 1957	 as	 a	 revolutionary	 
cultural	 movement	 where	 art	 and	 life	 merged	 within	 its	 practice.	 Acting	 as	 a	 critique	 of	 post-
war	 consumer	 culture,	 the	 movement	 proposed	 radical	 projects	 to	 against	 the	 conditions	 
imposed	 in	 technocratic	 city	 planning.	 This	 is	 very	 relevant	 to	 Poplar/Limehouse	 which	 had	 
been	 subject	 to	 social	 experimentation	 after	 WW2	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	 rebuild	 the	 area.	 
Festival	 of	 Architecture	 held	 in	 Poplar	 1951	 

[The	 Situationist	 Movement	 is	 already	 linked	 to	 Limehouse,	 the	 fourth	 Situationist	 
International	 was	 held	 in	 the	 British	 Seamen’s	 Mission	 on	 Commercial	 Road	 in	 1960.	 	 The	 
movement	 was	 vocal	 in	 opposing	 plans	 to	 demolish	 the	 Chinese	 Quarter.	 In	 a	 letter	 Debord	 
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Meta	 narrative	 versus	 personal	 narrative:	 What	 I	 tried	 to	 do	 is	 situate	 a	 imaginary	 
character	 within	 the	 meta	 narrative	 that	 I	 have	 sketched	 out	 here,	 that	 	 of	 the	 
movement	 of	 labour	 forces	 and	 goods,	 and	 imperialism	 but	 within	 this,	 here	 is	 a	 
character	 who	 can	 engage	 with	 it	 and	 turn	 it	 on	 its	 head	 a	 little	 bit.	 I	 did	 this	 by	 
drafting	 an	 imaginary	 character,	 and	 each	 stop	 within	 the	 trail	 illustrates	 the	 different	 
phases	 of	 Chung	 Li’s	 settlement,	 and	 it	 attempts	 to	 help	 us	 understand	 Limehouse	 
Chinatown	 from	 a	 Chinese	 perspective.	 

Chung	 Li	 in	 1919	 

Archives:	 There	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 archival	 reflection	 of	 early	 Chinese	 migration	 from	 a	 
Chinese	 perspective.	 	 Because	 of	 this,	 Chung	 Li guides	 us	 through	 Limehouse	 
Chinatown	 as	 recently	 arrived	 sailor	 in	 November	 1919.	 This	 was	 a	 difficult	 time	 for	 
the	 Chinese	 community,	 anti	 Chinese	 riots	 having	 taken	 place	 just	 a	 few	 months	 
before,	 in	 May,	 throughout	 port	 cities	 such	 as	 Cardiff,	 Liverpool	 and	 of	 course	 
London.	 

Script:	 Although	 he	 is	 imagined	 he	 is	 rooted	 in	 various	 historical	 sources	 such	 as	 
newspapers	 around	 the	 time.	 This	 was	 deliberate,	 given	 the	 very	 little	 eyewitness	 
testimony	 available	 form	 a	 Chinese	 sailors	 point	 of	 view.	 I	 developed	 the	 script	 
myself	 and	 it	 was	 edited	 during	 production	 with	 the	 voice	 actor,	 who	 is	 from	 a	 
Singaporean	 Chinese	 background.	 We	 talked	 a	 lot	 of	 colloquialisms	 and	 accents,	 and	 
we	 were	 adamant	 on	 reflecting	 a	 genuine	 Cantonese	 accent,	 well	 as	 best	 as	 we	 
could.	 	 

Back	 story:	 Chung	 is	 from	 Canton	 and	 is	 already	 an	 experienced	 traveller	 having	 
travelled	 to	 Trinidad	 as	 an	 indentured	 labourer.	 Through	 the	 audio	 we	 learn	 about	 
why	 he	 has	 come	 to	 London,	 his	 initial	 observations,	 how	 he	 interacts	 with	 the	 local	 
community	 and	 finally	 what	 Limehouse	 Chinatown	 was	 like	 at	 this	 time	 in	 light	 of	 
anti	 Chinese	 sentiment	 at	 the	 time.	 
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Oral	 History	 Sources	 from	 the	 London	 Metropolitan	 Archives,	 produced	 by	 Riverside	 
Cultures.	 Leslie	 and	 Connie	 are	 children	 of	 Anglo-Chinese	 marital	 relations	 

Leslie	 Hoe	 b.	 1941	 Leslie	 Hoe	 lived	 and	 grew	 up	 in	 Limehouse	 Chinatown.	 His	 father	 
was	 a	 Chinese	 Sailor	 and	 his	 mother	 lived	 locally	 in	 Limehouse.	 	 

Connie	 Hoe	 also	 lived	 in	 Limehouse	 Chinatown,	 with	 her	 guardian,	 her	 mothers	 
friend	 who	 had	 agreed	 to	 look	 after	 her	 after	 her	 mother	 passed	 away. 	 

Leslie	 and	 Connie	 now	 live	 in	 Wanstead.	 They	 have	 been	 interviewed	 by	 various	 
organisations.	 The	 audio	 trail	 uses some	 of	 Leslie	 Hoe's	 interviews. 	 

Chung	 and	 Leslie:	 
Their	 experiences	 reflect	 shifts	 in	 how	 the	 Chinese	 community	 see	 themselves	 
before	 the	 Second	 World	 War	 and	 after	 the	 Second	 World	 War.	 	 

Due	 to	 smaller	 settlement	 figures,	 the	 Chinese	 community	 is	 much	 smaller	 and	 there	 
is	 a	 stronger	 sense	 of	 community.	 	 

After	 WW2,	 waves	 of	 Chinese	 migration	 especially	 from	 Hong	 Kong	 create	 change	 
the	 dynamic	 within	 the	 once	 small	 and	 close	 community.	 By	 inserting	 oral	 histories	 
into	 Limehouse,	 the	 audio	 trail	 acts	 as	 a	 powerful	 way	 to	 make	 these	 nuances	 and	 
subjects	 come	 to	 life.	 	 	 

	 Conclusion:	 Clip:	 (	 stop	 at	 2.30!)	 The	 trail	 is	 concluded	 at	 the	 end	 of	 East	 India	 Dock	 
Road	 at	 Banksy’s	 ‘Sorry,	 but	 your	 lifestyle	 is	 currently	 out	 of	 stock,’	 which	 reflects	 
the	 increasing	 disappearance	 of	 physical	 traces	 of	 Limehouse	 Chinatown,	 as	 well	 as	 
the	 privatisation	 of	 previously	 public	 spaces	 in	 the	 area.	 	 	 

Chung	 Li	 critiques	 the	 construction	 of	 ‘Limehouse	 Chinatown,’	 as	 being	 detrimental	 
to	 the	 settlement	 of	 Chinese	 migrants.	 	 
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Test	 Walk:	 	 

Comments	 and	 feedback	 which	 have	 yet	 to	 be	 incorporated	 

Stakeholder	 engagement	 

I	 carried	 out	 a	 test	 walk	 on	 the	 12th	 of	 May	 with	 various	 stakeholders	 in	 the	 Chinese	 
community.	 The	 trail	 was	 received	 well	 and	 was	 successful	 as	 a	 self	 directed	 experience	 for	 
the	 most	 part.	 The	 audio	 was	 said	 to	 be	 effective	 in	 creating	 a	 more	 accessible	 form	 of	 
Chinese	 spoken	 memory.	 

Suggestions	 were	 made	 in	 providing	 more	 visual	 aids,	 especially	 for	 those	 stops	 that	 have	 
very	 little	 physical	 trace	 of	 Chinese	 settlement	 left	 which	 has	 been	 done	 through	 slideshows.	 
To	 better	 integrate	 the	 different	 components	 of	 the	 audio	 trail,	 an	 app	 based	 platform	 would	 
be	 ideal.	 As	 the	 route	 is	 not	 linear	 and	 the	 physical	 landscape	 bears	 little	 detail	 of	 the	 
historical	 narrative,	 geo	 tagging	 audio	 makes	 it	 easier	 to	 make	 geographical	 locations	 
correspond	 with	 audio	 and	 access	 text	 that	 gives	 background	 detail.	 There	 were	 mixed	 
reactions	 to	 adding	 directions	 due	 to	 concerns	 with	 whether	 this	 will	 become	 too	 directional	 
and	 undermines	 the	 ‘derive’	 quality	 of	 the	 walk.	 Please	 refer	 to	 ‘Further	 Exploration’	 on	 
Wander	 East	 through	 East	 Website	 to	 see	 other	 oral	 history	 projects	 on	 Limehouse	 
Chinatown	 
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