
From the East End to Debden – a brief look at an Estate on 
the outskirts of London and the Church on the Estate

When I was doing ‘O’ Level Sociology in 1977, one
of the course books was “Family and Kinship in East
London” by Young & Willmott. This book actually had
a profound effect on my life as I decided I wanted to
study Sociology at University, and, a few years’ later,
I jumped at the chance to move to the East End of
London when Dave, my husband, was offered a
Team Vicar post at Thames View Estate in Barking. 

The book is a study, undertaken in 1953-55, of the
tight-knit community of Bethnal Green (but it could
be almost anywhere in the East End of London), and
then follows some couples as they move to a new
Estate built by London County Council just over the
border in Essex. Young & Willmott adopt a fictional
name, “Greenleigh”, for the new Estate to protect the
identity of their sample, but they did say at a later
date that the estate is in the Local Authority District
of Epping Forest, and Greenleigh is widely thought
to be Debden. I will assume it’s Debden, but it
doesn’t actually matter because the reason Young & Willmott chose the Estate was 
because it was typical of the many L.C.C. Estates being built on the outskirts of 
London during the years after 1945. Hainault and Harold Hill are examples; and, 
even though it’s a bit different since it was a new town, I think a lot of the findings are 
also probably true of Harlow, as I’ve been told that most of the people who moved to 
Harlow came from the East End of London.

Young & Willmott found that family and kinship were very strong in Bethnal Green, 
particularly the bond between mother and daughter – generations of the same family 
lived in close proximity in the same part of the East End. They had been doing this 
since the 19th Century, when people moved into the cities. In the 20th Century they 
began steadily moving out again, towards the countryside from which their ancestors 
came. “The middle classes led the exodus into the inner suburbs; the working 
classes of London followed by jumping over the earlier settlers into the outer ring of 
municipal estates.” Relatively few homes were built in London after the war –“ it was 
quicker to put them up on vacant ground than to clear encumbered sites.”

A key point about Greenleigh is the tube line – Debden Station is just 10 stops from 
Bethnal Green on the Central Line. Instead of the hustle and bustle of the East End, 
with narrow streets of narrow houses, there are up-to-date semi-detached residences
- “row upon row look practically identical, each beside a concrete road, each 
enclosed by a fence, each with its little patch of flower garden at front and larger 
patch of vegetable garden at back, each with expansive front windows covered over 
with net curtains”. Young & Willmott found that ties of family and kinship remained 
very strong – daughters continued to visit their mothers in Bethnal Green up to 4 
times a week, if they could afford it. Men, for the most part, continued to work in the 
East End and took the opportunity to catch up with family during the week (often in a 
local pub in Bethnal Green). Some people continued to shop in Bethnal Green. A key
issue for people living in Greenleigh was loneliness, and some families left 
Greenleigh and returned to Bethnal Green. Other families stayed in Greenleigh 



because of the new house and for a better life for the children. It was noted that 
families in Bethnal Green had been prioritised for new housing according to the 
overcrowded and unsanitary conditions in which they were they were living. One 
person commented, “If we could take the house with us, we’d go back like a shot.”

Young & Willmott expected that people would settle down in Greenleigh, but over the
course of their study they didn’t feel this had happened – it was as if people were just
“lodging” in Greenleigh. People didn’t feel part of a new community. Families were 
wary of other people on the estate because they didn’t know them, as people had 
come from different parts of the East End: “You’ve not grown up with them. They 
come from different neighbourhoods, they’re different sorts of people, and they don’t 
mix.”  Even neighbours who had come from Bethnal Green weren’t close – the 
general feeling was that people changed when they moved to Greenleigh and they 
became less friendly. Young & Wilmott comment, “It would not matter quite so much 
people being newcomers, if they had moved into an established community. The 
place would then already have been criss-crossed with ties of kinship and friendship, 
and one friend made would have been an introduction to several”. But Greenleigh 
was built as an estate on ground that had been open fields before, and everyone 
moved in over a relatively short space of time. The lack of places to go is mentioned 
as another reason people didn’t meet together, and the fact that the estate is very 
spread out. Men didn’t go out to the pubs because they were a long walk, compared 
to the pub on the corner in Bethnal Green.  A small number of “hardy people” 
attended meetings at the community centre. Most people “bought a tellie” and kept 
themselves to themselves.

The process of settling down in the new area wasn’t helped by the fact that people in 
the local middle-class area (called Barnhurst in the study) looked down on people in 
Greenleigh. “The distance between the estate and its neighbour is magnified by the 
resentment, real and imagined, of the old residents at the intrusion of rough East 
Enders into their area and, what is worse, living in houses not very unlike their own, 
put up at the expense of the taxpayer.” One person on the estate commented, 
“People at Barnhurst look down on us. They treat us like dirt. They’re a different class
of people. They’ve got money.” 

There were strong links to the Church in Bethnal Green. A small number of the 
sample were regular churchgoers in Bethnal Green and others attended, on an 
irregular basis, for family rituals like Christenings, Marriages, Funerals. Also, almost 
all the women went to Church for Churching – a  service after the birth of a child that 
was requested because people then had the idea that childbirth had in some way 
made the mother unclean. People said, “It’s the Mums. It’s not that I actually believe 
in it, but I’d get an uneasy feeling if I didn’t do it. You don’t like to break tradition.” 

There’s a section in the book on the unwritten rules about which family members 
should be invited to different religious occasions – a small number for Christenings 
(including unwritten rules about who should be Godparents), the wider family for 
Marriages and the whole community for Funerals. An important point that’s made, in 
relation to people who have moved to Greenleigh, is that the family rituals are “back 
home” - the family rituals that are mentioned are Weddings, Funerals and Christmas 
parties, but, I’m sure, Christenings were also included. I expect the mothers arranged
the Christenings at their local Church in Bethnal Green. The mothers probably put 
down their own address, as this would still be regarded as the family home. Clergy 
I’ve spoken to who were in Debden have confirmed that there was a strong link back 
to the East End for residents in Debden, and this was where people went for the 
family rituals for many years after they moved to Debden. The small number of the 
sample, who were regular churchgoers, probably made a link with St. Gabriel’s 



Church, the new Church in Debden that opened in 1953, but most of the sample just 
turned up at the Church in Bethnal Green for the family rituals, and made no 
connection with the Church in Debden.  

There might have been an opportunity for the Vicar in the East End to talk to the 
parents wanting their child Christened, or the couple wanting to get married, and try 
to explain the Christian faith, but the situation in East End parishes in the 1950s 
made this almost impossible. Bethnal Green is just 3 miles from Stratford. The 
parishes are in different dioceses, but the situation in St John’s Church in Stratford 
was probably very similar to that in St John’s Church in Bethnal Green, and it is likely 
that people moved from both places to Debden. The Vicar of St. John’s, Stratford, 
from 1950 – 1958 was Revd Donald Rooke and I found a copy of his memoirs in St 
John’s Archives - “These Days are Gone - Pages from the diary of a Parish Priest 
1924 – 1968”. He was a Curate at St. John’s in the 1930s and was offered the living 
in 1949. Initially he turned it down “because of the impossibilities of the task”, but 
then felt he should take on the parish as a “matter of duty”. Donald Rooke writes: 

“After my arrival I had worked entirely alone: the Oxford Mission and Church had 
been bombed and the two chaplains had not been replaced by Trinity College. As a 
result of the addition of “Christ Church with St. Aidan” I was doing what eight 
ordained men had been asked to undertake in the years between the Wars. There 
used to be four at St. John’s, Stratford: two at the Trinity College Oxford Mission and 
two at Christ Church with St. Aidan. The Diocesan policy was to amalgamate 
parishes without much regard to their population….. If churches and church buildings
could be sold the money realised from their sale could then be used elsewhere within
the diocese…… to assist the erection of buildings on the new housing estates.”

Donald Rooke appointed a Lady Worker, who cared for the women of the parish. He 
had 2 Curates for a time and later another Curate, but when he left there was no 
money available for another Curate. “How could I carry on single-handed?” he 
comments. 

Revd Donald Rooke, and members of St. John’s Church, Stratford, after a Service in 
the 1950s



Much of Donald Rooke’s time was taken up with building work repairing the Church 
and the Church Institute after bomb damage during the war. A great deal of 
fundraising was needed. There were nine state schools in the parish, who all came to
the Church for at least one Service during the year, as did Stratford Secondary 
Modern School and Stratford Grammar School. He was also Chaplain at Queen 
Mary’s Hospital for the East End. There was a marriage service every half hour all 
day on Saturdays – he comments that it was a test of endurance. He knows that he 
should be talking to couples wanting their babies Christened, but he doesn’t have the
time: “Christenings took place every Sunday afternoon and we could expect five to 
twenty-five every week; forms had to be filled in beforehand, but it was quite 
impossible to visit all the families concerned. What was one to do?” Every three 
months he had to do a week of duty at West Ham Cemetery, “when two or three 
bodies might be brought into the Cemetery chapel at once”. He had a parish of over 
twenty thousand people. As well as conducting Sunday Services at St. John’s and 
Christ Church, there was a lunch-hour service on Wednesdays for those who worked
in the offices round Stratford Broadway. There were also many clubs at both St. 
John’s and Christ Church. In addition, there was the Christmas Bazaar to organise, 
as this was the main fundraising event of the year and a great annual social event.

I think Donald Rooke was probably working so hard to try to keep the life of the 
parish continuing as he remembered it before the 1939-45 War, but with a much 
reduced staff. I don’t want to judge him too harshly, because it’s clear he was 
working very hard and under a great deal of pressure, but, unfortunately, Donald 
Rooke, and other East End clergy in similar situations, were reinforcing folk religion –
the idea that people were CofE and turned up for the rituals when they wanted them, 
without any real Christian faith. Many of the couples turning up for Christenings had 
probably moved out to Estates like Debden, but came back to Stratford for the family 
celebration. The fact that they maintained a link with the Church in the East End, for 
family rituals, obviously didn’t help the new Church in Debden.  

St Gabriel’s Church in Debden was a multi-purpose hall, with a separate sanctuary 
that could be closed off during the week. The hall was a well-used community centre,
and on Saturday evenings there was often Bingo and an “East End Knees-up”. The 
Service was at 11am on a Sunday, to give the Churchwarden time to clean up after 
the Saturday night party. The congregation was about 30-40 people from the 1950s 
through to the early 1980s and people were very working-class, with a definite East 
End background. The church had a sense of life about it, and the church didn’t seem 
to have a small congregation because the building wasn’t large. For a time there was
a Scouts’ Group, with about 25 Scouts who attended a monthly Church Parade, 
which made the Service even more lively, but when the boys stopped going to 
Scouts, they stopped going to Church. One or two people living on the estate went 
across the main road to St Nicholas’ Church, because it looked like a Church, but 
almost no-one went to St. John’s from the estate at this time – probably because of 
the social distance.

The great weakness of St Gabriel’s was that it was a poor rather depressing building 
on a side street. People have told me that the fact that no-one passed it was a 
reason for the small size of the congregation. When I queried that people seemed to 
find the building for social events, but not for church, the response was that in 
general the residents of the Estate considered themselves CofE, and liked the Vicar 
and the Church to be there when they needed them, but it was a matter of ritual not 
of faith. One of the Curates also felt that the worship did not connect to the culture of 
the estate. “ASB had recently been introduced and everyone had to handle the full 
book, and we were constantly giving out page numbers. It was all too wordy and 
imposed the style of worship of the parish church (prosperous middle class) on an 



area, which looking back could have had a more creative liturgy. Many of the 
congregation came from churches in London with a catholic tradition. On Palm 
Sunday we did have a big procession around the estate, taking in the Methodist and 
Catholic churches. This was one of our successes!”

By the 1970s, people had settled down in Debden, after the rather shaky start. By 
this time, children had gone through school, and many people had more local jobs. 
However, even into the 1980s clergy could still tell the East End background of the 
people in a particular road : eg the Curate would be asked to take a funeral from a 
certain road, and he knew the family would be from Hackney. 

The people who moved the Debden in 1953 were mainly in their 30s, so they were 
born in about 1920. Their parents would have been born around 1900. By the mid-
1970s, the father in the East End had probably died and the mother often moved to 
be with the family in Debden. In the 1980s funerals were taking place in Debden 
rather than in the East End, but they were real old-fashioned Anglo-Catholic East 
End funerals, often with a horse-drawn hearse, and “people expected the priest to 
look like a priest”.  

By the mid 1980s the congregation was getting older and had dwindled to about 20 
people. Before Ordination, Fr Richard Tilbrook was a teacher at Davenant School, 
lived on the estate, and was Churchwarden of St Gabriel’s. He had a vision that if the
4 churches on the estate (Anglican, RC, Methodist & URC) sold their individual 
buildings, they could build a single ecumenical church building in a prominent 
position on the Broadway Shopping Parade, as this was where he considered the 
Church should be located (he was very interested to hear about Fr Sam’s current 
plans for the Broadway shop). He did realise that this was probably an ecumenical 
step too far, and what actually happened was that St Gabriel’s was sold, together 
with the 2 Curates’ houses (which were next to the Church); and the Anglicans joined
with the Methodists, at their building, and formed Trinity Church. For a time this 
worked well, but then less well when the clergy who had been part of the original 
ecumenical project moved on. With hindsight (a wonderful thing!) Fr Richard thinks it 
was a mistake for the Anglicans to sell all their assets on the Debden Estate.  

Right to Buy changed the estate, but not immediately. The policy, introduced in 1980,
gave generous discounts for council tenants to buy their own home. By this time the 
mother was often living alone in the Council house on the Estate, as all the children 
had moved out. The children often bought the house for the mother, who lived there 
until she died (usually between about 1990 and 2005). Once the mother died, the 
house was either sold or rented out. Then came new people without the family link 
back to the East End. The Estate became multi-cultural and some of the people who 
moved in might have been Christians who grew up as Anglicans in Nigeria, for 
example. Again, with hindsight, it would have been a good idea to put a real effort 
into the Estate 20 years ago, as it was changing, but this didn’t happen. However, 
Christians moving in at this time were more likely to see St. John’s in Loughton as the
local Church, and go there on a Sunday. 

In conclusion, with hindsight (!), there was an opportunity when people first moved in 
to engage with the new residents and build community. A community leader was 
needed, who could bring people together. While this could, theoretically, have been a
local Church leader, Curates coming from St. John’s on a 3 year cycle probably  
wouldn’t be able to get to know people, gain their trust, and build community in this 
short time. If the Church had become a central part of the community it might have 
helped the Church to grow, but the draw back to the East End for family religious 
ritual was overwhelming. The overworked clergy in the East End were unable to 



move people on from their folk religion, and the lack of real Christian belief of the 
local people contributed to the demise of St Gabriel’s. The ecumenical experiment 
was short-lived. However, there is now a new opportunity, with a community that is 
very different from the old East End London-over-the Border Estate of the past. The 
“weak and struggling” label of the Debden Church in the past, should not stop the 
Church in this location from going from strength to strength in future. 

   

  

Carol Richards
6th April 2020

With thanks to Ven. Michael Fox (retired Archdeacon), Fr. John Thackray,
Fr. Richard Tilbrook and Canon Stephen Carter.


