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Marianka Swain gets an insider’s tour from a Pearly King. Photography by Arnhel de Serra

MAYBE IT’S BECAUSE I’M A LONDONER 

Y ou know you’re with royalty 
when the cafe owner gives you 
tea on the house – or “rosy 
lee”, as George Major, Pearly 

King of Peckham, dubs it. He also enjoys 
free rides in London cabs “when I’m in my 
pearls”, as well as constant attention from 
passers-by wanting a chat or a picture. 

Those pearls are some 22,000 buttons sewn 
onto his clothes and cap, alongside badges 
representing the charities George, 78, supports 
through his work. “It weighs a hundredweight, 
and does get hot in summer.”

The Pearly Kings and Queens originated amid 
the costermongers (street traders) who imitated 
London swells by adding the odd pearl to their 
attire. Then, in the 1880s, road-sweeper and 
rat-catcher Henry Croft found a crate of smoked 
pearl buttons and smothered his clothes in 
them, creating slogans like “all for charity”. His 
look helped him fundraise for an orphanage, 
beginning a life of charitable efforts. Other 
costers followed, representing different districts.

“They’d always helped the poor, sick and 
needy – remember there was no NHS then,” 
explains George. 

“Costers could relate because they served 
everyone, and they were working class too.”

George’s tough childhood has similarly 
equipped him to be empathetic. “My mum left 
when I was a baby, and I was brought up my 
maiden aunt – a wicked woman who hated 
boys. She used to put horrible things in my food.

“My neighbour, Iris, became like a mum. She 
was the only one who hugged me, even though 
it was painful because she had rheumatoid 
arthritis. She and her husband helped me find 
my sister, Violet.” 

George’s sister, who had learning disabilities, 
had been put in Tooting Bec Hospital, then an 
asylum. “I first met her when I was seven.”

It was Iris who told George he was royalty 
– “my great-grandfather was the Pearly King 
of Mile End Road” – and made him his first 
Pearly suit. “I started raising money for Violet’s 
hospital. I’d go out with her and fill a bucket 
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in no time. That inspired my future life. I 
never walk past anyone, whether they’re in a 
wheelchair or a tramp in the road. I’ve collected 
millions for charity, but the most important 
thing is human contact.”

Another formative woman in George’s life 
was Rosey Lea, his father’s girlfriend, who 
introduced him to the markets and taught 
him the tricks of the trade. “Because of my 
upbringing, I left school not able to read or 
write, and I’m also deaf. But I fit right in there, 
and all those tricks that Del Boy pulls on Only 
Fools and Horses? That could be me. I even 
had the same three-wheel yellow car. We sold 
anything that was cheap. 

“One of our best was nicking empty milk 
bottles off doorsteps, filling them from the 
exhaust pipe of the car, and selling them as 
genuine London smog!”

In almost 60 years as the Pearly King of 
Peckham, George has travelled the world 
representing the organisation, and is also a keen 
collector and keeper of its history. 

But the latter isn’t without controversy, 
thanks to a raging civil war between two Pearly 
factions – the association and the guild – well 
documented in the media, which hindered the 
smooth running of George’s Cockney Museum. 

He now keeps the collection of music, pictures 
and antique Pearly suits (“one belonging to 
Henry Croft”) on a trailer, visiting such events 
as the Rochester Dickens Festival, but would 
love to house it permanently in Borough 
Market, “connecting to those coster roots”. 

“Cockney rhyming slang was actually 
created by market traders, who were always 
being moved on by police and needed a secret 
language,” he adds. “You’re telling these stories 
from the heart, and that means a lot to people. 
I’ve given talks to local schools, and when I go 
back and ask the kids, ‘If you see an old dear 
struggling with her shopping, what should you 
do?’ They all say, ‘Help her!’” 

George hopes his family – seven children,  
13 grandchildren and four great-grandchildren 
– will carry on the tradition.

“The Pearlies have changed people’s lives, 
and they’ve certainly changed mine. I’ve 
opened fetes, done parades, harvest festivals 
and the Lord Mayor’s Show, met all the royal 
family. It’s like having a passport to London. 
But the best bit is bringing joy to someone’s day. 
You can’t ask for more than that.” n 
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Favourite London attraction
“The markets – Spitalfields, 
Covent Garden and especially 
Borough. Markets tell you the 
history of the local people.” 

Favourite London view
“Tower Bridge – so much 
character there.” 

Favourite London meal
“I’m partial to pie and mash and liquor. 
There’s a good M.Manze in Peckham.”

Favourite Londoner 
”Michael Caine. And also Norman 
Wisdom – he was a mate of mine, 
and another one who had a hard 
start in life. The most generous man I 
knew – if we were having tea and my 
cup was emptying, I’d turn round to 
find he’d topped it up from his own.”
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