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HOW TO APPROACH THE STORY  

It is not easy to recover and write the histories of marginalised people in the past 

The archive of what is left to us is contaminated—it is an expression of power relations 

We actually know fairly little about Billy Waters—what we DO know is in this story 

But we can sometimes learn from what we don’t know, or don’t know for sure 

And we can try harder to find ways to restore voices from the shadows 

At many points, the dialogue draws on text from real records or people to inform the story 

At some points we had to use our imagination 

For the evidence or the ‘facts’ often only get us so far ... 

Where there are gaps in footprints, we either have to stop following, or make small jumps 

Historians might jump different ways, based on their assumptions and interpretations 

At moments in this story, you are given the choice of choosing one panel or another 

You should think about WHY  you might choose one path or outcome 
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Questions  &  Reflections 

 

a. What different experiences did Billy Waters have during his life? 

 

b. Why do you think we know so little about him compared to others? 

 

c. How and why might people have viewed Billy Waters differently at the time? 

 

d. What approaches can historians use to restore marginalised people to view? 

 

e. Can you make any links between his history and the world today? 
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Sources  from  the  time 

Source: Wellcome Collection. Public Domain Mark.  

Printed by Thomas Kelly, coloured aquatint, London (March 1822)  

“He supports himself, and those dependent on him, by Fiddling, Dancing, and Singing, through all parts of 
the metropolis; affording a lesson to the thoughtful, and no little amusement to the thoughtless.” 

 

-  painter Thomas Busby , in Costume of the Lower Orders of London, 1820  

“He was formerly a sailor, and he received a trifling pension since he left the service. A short time prior to his 
death he was elected King of a party of Beggars in St Giles's … He resided with his family in the house of Mrs 
Fitzgerald ... His remains were yesterday removed from the Workhouse, to the New Burial Ground, St 
Pancras, where he was interred. He was followed to the grave by his wife and children, with a few old friends -  
some professional ones. He was forty- five years of age.” 

 -  obituary, Morning Advertiser , 22 March 1823 

“They come in flocks out of the back parts of St. Giles’s … we fear the evil has accumulated again … we are 
obliged to relieve such an immense number of Irish in that parish, that it takes half our money.” 

 

-  parish overseer, Joseph Mills , in Parliamentary Report on Vagrancy, 1816  




