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Introduction

 Hello, and thank you 
for your interest in my show 
‘Because I’m a… Londoner’. 

I’ve known for years that I’ve 
wanted to write a play about 
London, the town I hold very close 
to my heart, and so I’m very exited 
to finally be able to share some 
of the history and traditions of my 
home with you! 
I’ll need your help during the show, 
so please familiarize yourself with 
this guide, and I look forward to 
performing for you… and with you!
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Synopsis of the play

Scene 1
It is a Tuesday morning in September 
and Pearl is preparing for another 
tiresome day on her stand in Jubilee 
Market Hall, Covent Garden, selling 
souvenirs of London. After a quick 
cup of tea with Bill, another market 
vendor, Pearl starts her day serving 
regular customers and tourists.

Scene 2
Pearl’s day is disrupted, first by 
a new vendor selling the same 
merchandise as her, and then by a 
pompous businessman who doesn’t 
notice her as he rushes through the 
market. Disgruntled, Pearl explains 
why this really gets on her nerves 
before she gets back to work giving 
directions around the city as well as 
special offers on t-shirts. 

Scene 3
To highlight her passion for her 
city and its culture, Pearl presents 
her great great great grandfather’s 
customized suit jacket, and with it 
takes us back in time to meet the 
man himself. It is still a Tuesday 
in September, but now it is 1865, 
Queen Victoria is on the throne, the 
streets are full of rats and cholera 
is rife! Despite these harsh living 
conditions for the working class, 
George Stack is full of high spirits 
and panache as he takes us on a 
short tour of London and introduces 
us to some of Londoners’ favourite 
pastimes, and even shares one of 
his favourite hobbies with us; tap 
dancing! Once back to work, selling 
fresh carrots, George is witness to 
a pickpocket in action. In an instant 
all the men and woman of the street 
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come together as a family to stop 
this young thief, to make things 
right, and to offer a helping hand 
– a prime example of true cockney 
spirit.

Scene 4
Back to modern day. Pearl is proud 
to be a part of what her cockney 
ancestors, the Pearly Kings and 
Queens, put in place. And just as 
proud to tell us more about the ups 
and downs of market life. Rhyming 
slang rolls off her tongue like a 
second language and she puts her 
punters to the test. Fun is had by 
all, but not without an important 
reminder of how hard this industry 
can be and all that her great great 
great grandfather stood up for, in 
order to protect it… 
 

Scene 5
Pearly King, George Stack, now 
takes us to a political rally where 
tension is high. As many street folk 
as possible are needed to spread 
important messages of social value 
and support. The message gets 
across and it promises to shape the 
future of London’s trade unions. 

Scene 6
It’s the end of the day and, full of 
pride and nostalgia, Pearl packs 
up her stall as the audience is left 
with the sensation that Pearl and her 
great great great grandfather are 
one - that they are London.
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A bit of 
history
In the play we are taken 
back to the Victorian era and 
introduced to the lifestyle of 
a costermonger, and also to 
their secret language called 
Cockney Rhyming Slang 
and we discover why some 
costermongers where elected 
Pearly Kings or Pearly Queens

What is a costermonger? 
A person that sold fresh fruit and 
vegetables from a basket or wooden 
cart, also known as a barrow, in 
the streets of London, during the 
mid 19th century. They became 
known for their poems and songs 
used to attract customers, and were 
notoriously hostile towards the 
police. 

What is a Cockney? 
Tradition says that a true Cockney 
is someone born in central London, 
within the sound of Bow Bells – the 
bells of St Mary-le-bow church, in 
the Cheapside district of London. 
London has expanded a lot since 
the Victorian Era and what is now 
understood to be central London 
covers a much larger area then 150 
years ago. It’s safe to say today that 
anyone who can call London home 
and is proud of its traditions, can be 
considered Cockney!  

What is Cockney Rhyming 
Slang?
A secret language invented in the 
early 19th century in the East End 
of London, by costermongers. It is 
widely believed to have been made 
up to confuse non-locals. It is still 
used across London and throughout 
England today. Parts of this code 
language are so ingrained in British 
culture that today’s users are often 
unaware of its origin or even simply 
that it is considered to be slang! 

To understand how this language 
is constructed and to have a go at 
inventing your own cockney rhymes 
go to the activity on page 15. 

What is a Pearly King?
The costermongers of each area of 
London elected a costermonger to 
become ‘King’ or ‘Queen’ of their 
neighbourhood, to fight for their 
rights and make sure that their 
traditions endured. Coster Kings 
developed a passion for wearing 
pearls and hence became known 
as Pearly Kings, with their hand-
me-down hats, jackets and trousers 
completely adorned with mother of 
pearl buttons that they had most 
often found on the streets. Over 
the years, these pearly outfits have 
continued to inspire musicians and 
fashion designers alike, from The 
White Stripes to Jean Paul Gaultier. 
A pearly attitude to life is one of 
positivity, generosity, and pride. 
Each borough of London still has a 
Pearly King or Queen today. A Pearly 
Royal pledges to give up some 
of their free time to support local 
charities and to keep the cockney 
spirit alive. To find out more visit 
www.pearlykingsandqueens.com
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References
In the play Pearl makes a 
lot of references to different 
things that have an important 
role in London culture. Being 
familiar with these attributes 
will help your understanding 
of the play:

Maybe it’s Because I’m a 
Londoner
The title of the play is inspired by 
a very famous English song written 
by Hubert Gregg in 1944 and is 
commonly described as a love song 
to his home city that will never be 
forgotten. It was performed and 
recorded by Flanagan & Allen. 

Protected Lands
The Covent Garden Area Trust rent 
many of the buildings in Covent 
Garden:  

• The central Market 
• Bedford Chambers Block 
• Museums Block  
• Jubilee Market Hall  

These areas are known as 
“The Protected Lands” and are 
safeguarded by The Trust. To find 
out more visit 
www.coventgardentrust.org.uk

Bow Bells
The bells of St Mary-le-Bow church. 
It is said that to be a true cockney 
one must have been born within 
ear-shot of Bow Bells. The church is 
in the Cheapside district of the City 
of London.

Punch and Judy
A popular traditional puppet show 
performed by one puppeteer inside 
a small booth. It often provokes 
shocked laughter as Judy falls victim 
to Punch’s rage and sharp wit. The 
shows amuse adults and children 
alike. The character of Punch 
was borrowed from the Italian 
Commedia dell’arte in the 18th 
century. At the same time, France 
also borrowed this character and 
called him Guignol.

Oranges and Lemons 
A traditional English nursery rhyme 
and children’s game, referring to the 
bells of several churches in London;  
 
Oranges and lemons, 
Say the bells of St. Clement’s. 
 
You owe me five farthings, 
Say the bells of St. Martin’s. 
 
When will you pay me? 
Say the bells at Old Bailey.  
 
When I grow rich, 
Say the bells at Shoreditch. 

 
When will that be? 
Say the bells of Stepney. 
 
I do not know, 
Says the great bell at Bow. 
 
Here comes a candle to light you to 
bed, 
And here comes a chopper to chop 
off your head!   
Chip chop chip chop the last man 
is dead.
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Pop goes the weasel  
A traditional English nursery rhyme 
believed to refer to The Eagle 
Freehold Pub on City Road. The 
rhyme suggests how easy it is to 
spend a day’s earnings on alcohol;

Up and down the King’s Road, In 
and out the Eagle, That’s the way the 
money goes - Pop! goes the weasel.

The last phrase tells us how it wasn’t 
unheard of for the working class to 
trade their coat for a drink!
Cockney Rhyming Slang: weasel 
and stoat = coat.

Jack the Ripper 
A notorious and unidentified serial 
killer in the 19th century. He cut his 
victims’ throats and removed their 
organs.

Tower of London
A historic castle located on the 
North Bank of the River Thames. 
There are at least six captive crows 
in the grounds, their presence is 
traditionally believed to protect the 
crown. 

Up and down the 
King’s Road, In 

and out the Eagle, 
That’s the way the 
money goes - Pop! 
goes the weasel.
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Trafalgar Square
A public square where many popular 
gatherings take place, named after 
the Battle of Trafalgar. 

St Martins in the Field 
A famous London church that is 
also featured in the nursery rhyme 
Oranges and Lemons. 
 
Whitehall 
A road in central London where the 
Horse Guards Building is located, 
still in military use, and where some 
of the Queens Guard can be seen.  
 
Houses of Parliament and 
Big Ben  

One of the most prominent symbols 
of the United Kingdom and 
parliamentary democracy.  
 
Buckingham Palace  
Residence of the monarch of the 
United Kingdom.  
 
New Covent Garden 
Market 
The largest wholesale fruit, 
vegetable and flower market in 
the United Kingdom, located in the 
district of Nine Elms. The market 
supplies 75% of London’s florists 
today. The original market in Covent 

Garden was moved to Nine Elms in 
1974 due to need of more space 
and want of less traffic – much like 
Les Halles was moved to Rungis in 
1969.  For more information visit 
www.newcoventgardenmarket.com  
 
Charles Dickens  
English writer and social critic, 
regarded by many as the greatest 
novelist of the Victorian era. “No 
one is useless in this world who 
lightens the burden of another” used 
in the play, is a quote from his novel 
Doctor Marigold, which explores 
critical social issues and tells the 
story of salesmen on the market.  
 
Tesco 
A popular British supermarket. The 
third largest retailer in the world.
  

There are many fantastic 
videos available for your 
viewing on YouTube to 
accompany this information. 
If Drama Ties has not yet sent 
them to you by email then 
don’t hesitate to write and 
ask for the links!

14
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Cockney Rhyming Slang
The general rule of Cockney 
Rhyming Slang is that a word 
is replaced by the first word 
of a phrase that rhymes with 
it.

Here is an example, it is 
probably the best known of 
all rhyming slang phrases:

I want to say ‘STAIRS’ in code.
I find a word that rhymes with 
‘stairs’: PEARS.
I think of a phrase that ends with 
‘pears’: APPLES AND PEARS
The code word for STAIRS becomes 
APPLES.
“I’m going up the apples” means 
“I’m going up the stairs”.
“I fell down the apples and broke 
my leg” means “I fell down the stairs 
and broke my leg”.

Tricky isn’t it? But once you 
get the hang of it, it’s really 
quite simple!

Here are some more
famous examples:

• I want to say ‘PHONE’ in code.
I find a word that rhymes with 
‘phone’: BONE
I think of a phrase that ends with 
‘bone’: DOG AND BONE
The code word for PHONE becomes 
DOG
“You never answer your dog!”
“The dog is ringing again”
• I want to say ‘SUIT’ in code:
Fiddle and flute = Suit “You look 
great in that fiddle”
• I want to say ‘LIES’ in code:
Porky pies = Lies “Are you telling 
porkies again?”

Since the 19th century, rhyming 
slang hasn’t stopped evolving, 
unconstrained by formal rules.
Many people today replace the 
word by the entire rhyming slang 
phrase and not just the first word; 
for example “I’m going up the 
apples and pears”. Most of the 
slang used today was established 
by Costermongers and Pearly 
Kings and Queens, but lots of new 
rhyming slang emerges every year:
Jabba the Hutt = shut “I wanted a 
burger but McDonalds was Jabba”
Holy Grail = email “Send me the 
details in a holy”

GOT IT!? GREAT! 
Now It’s your turn! 
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Exercise 
one
1. Make a list of ten English 
words and then swap your 
list with a classmate. (tip: one
syllable words work best, 
and more two syllable words 
are extremely difficult!)

2. Following the general rule 
of Cockney Rhyming Slang, 
find code words for the ten 
words given to you.

3. Can you put these code 
words into a sentence?
Well done! You’ve invented 
your own Cockney Rhyming 
Slang and can now talk in a 
secret language with your 
class!

Bonus: Can you think of 
any other popular slang? Le 
Verlan in France is as old as 
Cockney Rhyming Slang and 
its original purpose was also 
secret communication!

Ex. Meuf = Femme. Zarbi = 
Bizarre

Here is a list of the code 
words used in the play. Try 
and memorize some of them, 
it will definitely serve you 
during the performance! 

Apples and pears = stairs
Belt and braces = races
Bottle stoppers = coppers 
(policemen)
Bowler hat = rat
Bright and breezy = easy
Bucket and pale = jail
Butcher’s hook = look
Cat and mouse = house
China plates = mates
Currant bun = son
Donkey’s ears = years
Frock and frill – chill
Gates of Rome = home
Hansel and Gretel = kettle
Hedge and ditch = pitch
I take just down the frog = I live just 

down the road
Frog and toad = road
Take and give = live
Lady Godiva (an old English 
noblewoman) = a fiver (£5)
Leg of mutton = button
Mince pies = eyes
On the floor = poor
Petticoat Lane (a famous market in 
London) = pain
Polly parrot = carrot
Pot and pan = man
Rabbit and pork = talk
Rosie Lee (a famous burlesque 
dancer) = tea
Rub-a-dub = pub
Saucepan lids = kids
Smile and smirk = work
Soap and water = daughter
Tea leaf = thief
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Have a look at these scene 
extracts. Do you understand 
what the characters are 
saying? Can you spot any 
Cockney Rhyming Slang?

Extract from scene 2: 
Look at him with his fancy brief 
case, his smart phone… Where 
do you think he works? A bank? 
In insurance? Or maybe the head 
office of TESCO supermarket.
Well do you think he knows where 
those businesses started!? …on a 
hedge just like mine! That’s right 
– they started with a simple market 
stall! He’s forgotten how much his 
people need people like me! Maybe 
he should re read his Charles 
Dickens! He wrote all about it, the 
rich needed the poor, if everyone was 
rich enough to have everything they 
wanted, there’d be nothing left! If 
everyone was rich, who would sweep 
the streets, like my great great great 
grandad did eh? He knew that what 
we needed more than anything was 
a sense of community, all different 
types of people working together, 
for more social equality! He had 
a lot in common Charles Dickens 
even if he never was taught how to 
write! “no one is useless in the world 
who lightens the burden of another” 
Charles Dickens himself wrote that! 
So the next been business man that 
finds it appropriate to barge into a 
simple souvenir seller, perhaps he 
should take a moment to consider 
what this market stall might become 
one day!

Extract from scene 3: 
My name is George Stack, 
costermonger and Costerking at 
your service. I sell my stuff right 
here in Cheapside and Cornhill, 
sometimes I venture out, Lambeth or
Covent Garden. Mostly fruits and 
vegetables, got my barrow right 
there. You’ll see us all over, we’re 
a family, we value nothing more 
highly then our nearest and dearest,
our family and our chinas. Just 
gotta to keep out of the way of the 
bottles – they don’t like us and we 
need don’t need them. The bottles! 
That’s the POLICE! We got our own 
forms of street justice for anyone 
that steps out of line, no need for 
the police! That’s why we talk our 
own talk. In the interests of retaining 
confidentiality!
We don’t want them bottles to 
know our business! For example just 
the other day, good old Charlie Bale 
was selling his wares by Bedford 
House, eels he had, when a copper 
turned up.
Become policeman “You’ve been 
in this spot for long enough” - 
two minutes, time to make a sale, 
“we have permission to remove 
this barrow” he said. Well, these 
barrows are heavy as anything, 
and hard to steer, it takes ‘em five 
minutes to find a fellow copper to 
help and then get back to the spot 
in question. Five minutes gave us 
enough time to remove the wheel 
and give the eels the closest honest 
looking family.
You should have seen those bottles 

faces when they came back to a 
barrow with no wheels and no eels!

Extract from scene 5: 
London’s growing it is – it used to 
be just here within the city walls, 
but now it’s spreading out beyond. 
Street traders, or Costermongers 
like myself, we’ve been keeping this 
city alive and feeding its folk for 
donkeys, since the 11 th century 
actually.
But apparently now, in 1865, we 
need a license, we’re hounded 
by bureaucracy and the bottles. 
We’re not allowed to stay in one 
spot you see, even just to make a 
sale, we need to keep moving. 
Apparently the well-to-do society 
don’t like our vigour and panache 
– yet we provide an essential service 
to the likes of you and me! They 
don’t know what it’s like, living in 
the stench, only a missed-step away 
from the workhouse. No healthcare, 
no welfare, always borrowing 
money to rent our barrows, to make 
a penny to feed our families. And 
pay for the gin, we only drink gin – 
the water’s
contaminated, and the booze keeps 
us warm.
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Pearl loves to work on the 
market and believes markets 
are very important. Here are 
some of the things she says 
about it in the play.

“I love my job”

“Our markets help tourism and 
international trade”

“Adds a bit of spice to the day”

“It’s still a job you know”

“You make London proud”

“Markets give us a reason to connect 
and share”

“That’s the spirit of London right 
there”

“I hear it all”

“Markets are places where all kinds 
of different people come together”

“Markets are free to visit and open 
to all”

“We provide social value”

“We offer Londoners a diverse 
range of economic, social and 

environmental benefits”

“We do a fine job of keeping this 
place alive”

“We are more than salesmen, we 
are performers!”

With a partner discuss these 
different images of London 
markets. Decide which of 
Pearl’s phrases best suit the 
different images. 

London markets today

Exercise two
Can you think of anything 
else to say about them? 
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Pearl’s London – 
Covent Garden
Have you been, or are you 
planning a trip to London?

Have a look at these images 
of Covent Garden today. It’s 
renowned for its markets and 
is the city’s main theatre and 
entertainment area. 

Use maps, books and the 
internet to find out more about 
these popular places in and 
around Covent Garden. Pick 
two of the places and work 
out how to give a stranger 
directions between the two. 

Tip: Google Street View offers 
realistic perspectives of
being in the city. 

Exercise three
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St Pauls Church 

 London Transport Museum 

Five Guys burger restaurant London Film Museum 

Royal Opera House
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Covent Garden Tube Station

Jubilee Market Hall

 Punch & Judy Pub 

The Apple Store

Performance Area
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Hello, I would like to go 
to
from
Could you help me?
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Exercise four
Have you ever wondered 
what writing for theatre is 
like? Your turn to give it a try! 

There is a moment in the play when 
two customers will come to Pearl. 
One will enquire about something 
he/she wants to buy, and another 
will ask for directions. This scene has 
not yet been written, that’s your job! 
Send in your scenes a week before 
and then watch it come to life during 
the show!

Here’s how:

Step 1: Decide if you want to 
write a scene enquiring about 
a souvenir or a scene asking 
for directions.

Step 2: Decide what the 
product is that you’re 
interested in, or the location 
that you need directions to.

Step 3: Decide the personality 
of the customer. Happy? 
Grumpy? Shy? Old? Rich? …
etc

Step 4: Decide if the customer 
buys the souvenir, or if 
not, why? Or decide if the 
customer is confident with the 
directions given, or not.

Step 5: Write three or four 
lines of text between the 
customer and Pearl. Keep it 
short. Less is more.

Step 6: With your teacher, 
select two scenes from the 
class to send to Drama Ties. 
Decide on the casting for the 
customer in each of the two 
scenes.

Please remember: Pearl will use the 
lines written for her but may adapt 
them slightly to fit her personality 
and the narrative of the play.
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Examples:

1 •

Customer: Good morning, I am 
looking for a t-shirt for a 4 year old

Pearl: I’ve got the perfect shirt right 
here, with the iconic double decker 
bus!

Customer: I’d prefer something 
more girly

Pearl: Ok, how about the Queen 
of England? £5

Customer: Perfect, thanks so much

2  •

Pearl: Can I help you sir?

Customer: I think I’m lost. I’m 
looking for Shaftesbury Theatre, I’m 
going to see a musical.

Pearl: You’re not far. You want to 
go up Bow Street on the other side 
of the Opera house, and just keep 
walking straight until you see it!

Customer: Bow Street you say? Ok 
thank you, have a nice day!
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Thank you for working from this 
guide, I hope you feel prepared and 
excited to see the play.

Please don’t hesitate to get in 
touch if you would like any 
further information.

Thank you!
www.drama-ties.com

drama@drama-ties.com
jane.rony@drama-ties.com

09 84 03 04 10

design : Étienne Godiard
www.etiennegodiard.design


