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MUNICIPAL LONDON

1

THE GROWTH OF LONDON GOVERNMENT

IT is a remarkable fact that London should be
the last place in Great Britain and Ireland to
receive a coherent system of representative
local government. The Municipal Corporations
Act of 1835 applied to all municipalities of im-
portance in England and Wales except that
of London, which was expressly excluded ; and
to all alike it gave a directly representative
character. ~
The Local Government Act of 1888 sub-
stituted popularly elected County Councils for
the old non-representative Courts of Quarter
Sessions in all the counties of England and
Wales. The Local Government (Scotland) Act
of the following year conferred similar institu-
1



8 MUNICIPAT, LONDOX

tione upon the whole of Scotland. The Local
Government Act of 1894 gave, again, directly
elected District and Parish Councils to every
part of England and Wales, and later in the
same year the Local Government {Scotland)
Act extended the same principle of local
government to Scotland,

In London, on the other hand, up to this
year large districta have still remained without
a directly elected local municipal authority.
And where in the remainder of London elected
local suthorities have existed, those bodies have
continued to bear the misleading and somewhat
dyslogistic name of Vestry. In truth, the
development of local government in London
has been curiously slow and cagual. Till four
years after the Great Exhibition of 1851—
t.e., till Sir Benjamin Hall's Metropolis Local
Management Act of 1855—the local imstitu-
tions under which London (outeide the City)
waa governed were of a rural rather than an
urban type. Mr. Balfour, in his speech in in-
troducing the London Government Bill in 1899,
gaid that down to 1855 * Parliament had made
no organized attempt to confer an wurban
organization upon this great Metropolitan area.
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At that time London was, and for more than
two centuries had been, the largest city in
Europe, and yet before then the organization
of London, if it can be ealled organization, was
in the main left to & series of local Bills, passed
very much at haphazard, and, apart from these
local Bills, was dependent upon the common
law organization of the Vestries, which was
the same for the most thinly-populated parish
in the moors of Yorkshire as it was for the
crowded streets of the Metropolis of the
Empire.’

Sir Benjamin Hall, when he moved the first
reading of the Metropolis Local Management
Act in the House of Commons in 1855, gave a
most interesting description of what the then
existing organization was. This description
has happily been rescued from Hangard and
made accessible to ordinary readers. For in
‘London in the Reign of Vietoris,” by Mr.
Laurence (Gomme, the statistical officer of the
London County Couneil, copious quotations are
made from thia speech,

There were then in force about 250 local
Acts, besides the public general statutes.
These were enforced by some 800 separate ad-

1—2



4 MUNICIPAL LONDON

ministrative bodies. One hundred and thirty-
seven of these bodies had made a return of
their members, which amounted to a total of
4,738 persons. If the remaining bodies had
the same average membership, they would
produce 5,710 more adminiatrators. So that
at that time the local affairs of London were
administered by no less than 10,448 persons.
To illustrate the constitution of the Vestries of
those days, in the Liberty of the Rolls it was
composed of the * ancient inhabitants '—that is,
of those who had served the office of overseer.
In 8t. Botolph Without, Aldgate, it was com-
posed of persons who bhad served all the
parochial officca—viz., of head borough con-
stables, churchwardens, and overseers. How
far these bodies were representative will be
gathered from these facts. In Paddington
607 ratepayers, or one-seventh of the whole
number, had 8,642 votes for the Vestry—that
18, a larger number than the total possessed by
the other 8,582 ratepayers of the same parish.
The Vestrymen thus elected appointed a com-
mittee of eighteen to manage the affairs of the
parish ; their decision might be overruled by
the ex-officio members, amounting to nearly




