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The LONDON Compendium

‘Did you know that Eisenhower ran his HQ from Goodge Street tube station, or that, 2,000 years ago, St Bride’s in Fleet Street was a pagan place of worship dedicated to a Celtic goddess of childbirth called Brighde? This street-by-street companion will be of absorbing interest to anyone fascinated by the city’s resonances’ Independent

‘Ed Glinert could give any black cab driver a run for his money with his knowledge of London’ Islington Gazette

‘A breathtaking cavalcade of facts, figures and faces … the book is not only expertly organized but has a superb index and ties the whole of London together into a sprawling, complex yet contiguous whole … Buy a copy, don a stout pair of walking shoes … and explore’ East End Life

‘He reveals the secrets of the streets, and the magic and mischief of the city’ What’s On in London

‘An unusual and charming collection of obscure facts and stories that will appeal to anyone who lives there, has visited there, or has just flown over the city … It will also provide hours of entertainment for curious residents, determined day-trippers and tourists looking for something more eccentric and amusing than the usual guidebook fare’ Focus
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Foreword

Lord Macaulay, the great early Victorian historian, claimed he had walked down every street in London. Sam Weller, according to Charles Dickens in The Pickwick Papers, had a knowledge of London that was ‘extensive and peculiar’. Sherlock Holmes, according to his narrator, Dr Watson, had ‘an exact knowledge of London’.

Although there are considerably more London streets now than there were in the nineteenth century, it was with these august gentlemen in mind that I have walked across the capital – from Limehouse to Lambeth, from Sands Ends to Somers Town, from Whitehall to Whitechapel – also hoping to gain an ‘extensive and peculiar’ understanding of London, even if the ‘exact knowledge’ of Sherlock Holmes is unattainable, in researching The London Compendium.

The book attempts to unravel the mystery of London and relate its most interesting stories not in chronological order of events, or with a haphazard list of themes and subjects, or in an A–Z format, but through the physical reality of the place: its areas, streets and buildings. This differentiates The London Compendium from countless numbers of other books on London – themed guides, directories, encyclopaedias and area histories – in that it not only contains considerable information on all the main topics that one would expect to find in a book of this size and scope – local history, politics, architecture, royal scandal, literature, espionage and the secret state, music, art, religious activity, immigration, crime, sleaze, football, transport, and so on – but sets out the information in a clear and easily accessible manner.

Let us see how this works in practice by taking a typical London street – Dean Street in Soho. This lively and welcoming West End thoroughfare is thronged with office workers and the occasional celebrity by day; revellers and partygoers at night; and tourists at the weekend straying between the shops of Oxford Street and the cafés of Old Compton Street. On the wall of No. 28 is a plaque commemorating the residency of Karl Marx during the 1850s. There is another plaque, to the considerably less well-known Dr Joseph Rogers, a Victorian era health reformer, at No. 33. Neither plaque has room to reveal anything other than the name of the house’s illustrious former occupant, and most London guidebooks say little about Dean Street other than a cursory mention of its restaurants and pubs or a brief summary of Marx’s stay.

Yet Dean Street has a history that is characteristic of London and worth relating in detail. At No. 21, on the east side, once stood the Venetian ambassador’s chapel where, in 1763, the seven-year-old Mozart played the harpsichord accompanied by his four-year-old sister. It was rebuilt in the 1860s as a school, converted into the West End Synagogue in 1944, and after closing in the late 1990s became the Soho Theatre. Next door is the Quo Vadis restaurant, opened by the Italian Peppino Leoni in 1926. For fourteen years Leoni worked hard to make his restaurant one of the finest in London. Then, in 1940, Italy joined the Second World War against the Allies. Having lived in the country for thirty-three years with no political or police blemish on his record, Leoni, to his chagrin, was interned as an enemy alien. He later recalled how walking to his cell he felt a ‘sudden hatred for the police, for the British government which had issued the instructions for my internment, and for all forms of authority’. Released towards the end of the war, Leoni returned to Soho and started afresh to re-establish the restaurant’s reputation. Yet his hard work was then ruined by Westminster council, which decided to erect a blue plaque on the wall of the restaurant honouring the one-time residency in an apartment upstairs of Karl Marx. ‘My clientele is the very best … rich people … nobility and royalty, and Marx was the person who wanted to get rid of them all,’ Leoni wailed, to no avail.

That story leads us on to the tragic Soho stay of Marx himself. The founder of communism lived at 28 Dean Street, above the modern-day Quo Vadis restaurant, from 1850 to 1856 with his wife, Jenny, maid, Lenchen, and a number of children, in what he described as ‘an old hovel’, with no toilet or running water. Three of the Marxes’ children died while they resided here. One who survived was Eleanor, his last child, known in her own right as a socialist campaigner and writer. Yet No. 28 wasn’t Marx and family’s only Dean Street address. They had previously lodged at the now demolished No. 64, at a time when they were so badly in debt that Jenny went to Holland to beg money from her uncle, Lion Philips, one of the founders of the Philips electric company that now dominates the city of Eindhoven. Philips, worried about the effect socialist activity, of the kind that Marx advocated, was having on his business, refused to make a loan, and when Jenny threatened that she and Karl would therefore have to emigrate to America he explained that such a move would be an excellent idea.

The history of Dean Street comes more up-to-date with stories relating to the long-running nightclub at No. 69, which during the early years of the twentieth century was the Gargoyle club, opened in 1925 by the Hon. David Tennant and his fiancée, the actress Hermione Baddeley. They spared no expense, hiring Edwin Lutyens as architect and Henri Matisse as designer, and drew up a membership list that included the actors Noël Coward and Fred Astaire, and the actress Tallulah Bankhead. During the Second World War some of the Gargoyle’s luxurious scenery was sold off, but after the war it briefly reverted to being Soho’s most prestigious nightspot, where swing bands played and men in white tuxedos, such as the spies Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean, bestrode the floor. By 1978 Steve Strange and Rusty Egan were running a successful disco here, playing records by David Bowie, Roxy Music and Kraftwerk, its clientele going on to play a major role in the development of the imminent New Romantic movement, typified by groups such as Culture Club, Depeche Mode and Spandau Ballet. The following year Don Ward opened the Comedy Store here, giving aspiring comics (one of whom was Alexei Sayle) the opportunity to prove they had the talent to perform live in front of a probably hostile crowd.

Opposite the former Gargoyle is the even more exotic Groucho club, where the nation’s best-loved journalists and media celebrities have congregated in recent years. During the mid-1990s one could queue at the bar next to Salman Rushdie (it was the least likely place where he might succumb to the fatwah), shock artist Damien Hirst and the bass player from Blur. The Groucho has long enjoyed a fashionable reputation, as has the nearby French House pub, once a popular haunt for writers and artists, where Charles de Gaulle allegedly drew up his Free French call-to-arms during the Second World War. And we mustn’t miss the Golden Lion at No. 51, a gay pub since the 1920s, which was frequented in the 1970s by Dennis Nilsen, the mass murderer who killed at least seventeen men in the London suburbs around that time, and where in November 1981 he picked up Paul Nobbs, one of the few targets he failed to murder.

All wonderful tales, I’m sure you’ll agree, as central to the story of London as the Changing of the Guard and the history of the Routemaster buses, but absent from other guidebooks. However, instead of being presented in a Soho chapter as continuous narrative, these stories appear in The London Compendium as entries in their own right, logically ordered to make life as easy as possible for the reader, whether they be a London enthusiast, familiar with the capital’s history, or a tourist who has never been to the capital before. The text for Dean Street simply begins at one end of the street, the Shaftesbury Avenue end, works its way up the west side, noting each place of interest in turn and telling its story, until Oxford Street is reached. Crossing the road it then works its way down the east side, repeating the process until reaching the end. The same system works for Dean Street’s neighbours – Frith, Greek, Old Compton and Wardour streets, Soho Square, Carnaby Street, Golden Square, everywhere else in Soho and the West End. The rest of London – Portobello Road, Brick Lane, Euston Road, Cheyne Walk, Long Acre, Strand – all receive the same treatment.

Readers familiar with the Buildings of England series started by Nikolaus Pevsner, that takes each street in an area in turn and analyses its architecture in detail, will realize that The London Compendium takes a similar approach. But instead of dealing just with architecture, it covers every possible subject of interest that might attract the curious reader, giving as full and fascinating a history of the place as possible. So, for instance, on Portobello Road we deal with antique stores, the history of Virgin Records, the Electric Cinema, Martin Amis’s London Fields novel and the one-time residency at No. 22 of George Orwell. On Brick Lane the subjects cover the market, Jewish immigration, the Ben Truman brewery, the Beigel Bakery and the 1999 bomb.

The structure of the chapters is easy to follow. First I have divided London into the inner areas and the outer suburbs, and then, rather than dividing up the city into arbitrary blocks, I have simply followed the postal district boundaries, as these letters and numbers appear on nearly every street nameplate and can therefore guide visitors and tourists as much as locals. In inner London there are chapters on The City of London (EC1–4), Central London (EC1 areas outside the City, such as Clerkenwell, plus Bloomsbury WC1 and Holborn WC2), The West End (W1) and Westminster (SW1). In outer London there are chapters on East London (E1 and onwards), North London (N1 etc.), North-west London (NW1 etc.), South-east London (SE1 etc.), South-west London (SW1 areas outside Westminster proper, which is mainly Belgravia, and so on) and West London (W2 etc.). Between inner and outer London lies the section on the River Thames, so that the Thames runs in the middle of the book, as it does physically between north London and south London.

Within the area sections the postal districts are listed in numerical order (Kensington W8, North Kensington W10, Notting Hill W11), and within them the streets are listed alphabetically, unless the quantity of entries dictates dividing the area into more manageable smaller chunks, such as Chelsea Village, Whitechapel and so on.

Another device adopted to help readers navigate their way through the book is the use of little arrows at the end of a number of entries indicating another page where they will find a story on a similar topic, individual or organization. Given that no one is likely to read The London Compendium from beginning to end like a narrative, these arrows provide a host of alternative routes through the book and allow the reader to glimpse something else of interest while looking for more information on a particular topic.

Of course even in a book of this size there’s not enough room to include every area (alas Mill Hill, Penge and Forest Gate have ended up on the cutting-room floor) or every single wonderful story that one could find. So readers searching for shocking details of the life led by Rolling Stones’ guitarist Brian Jones and actress Anita Pallenberg in their flat at 1 Courtfield Road, South Kensington – what Marianne Faithfull in her 1994 autobiography described as a ‘veritable witches’ coven of decadent illuminati, rock princelings and hip aristos … peeling paint, clothes, newspapers and magazines strewn everywhere’ – will have to wait for now.



The City of London, EC1–4

ALDERSGATE, EC1

(i) Holborn–Holborn Viaduct

Holborn

Holborn Viaduct

(ii) west of Little Britain (Smithfield)

Charterhouse Street

Cock Lane

Giltspur Street

Newgate Street

Snow Hill

West Smithfield

(iii) Little Britain

Little Britain

(iv) east of Little Britain

Aldersgate Street

Bartholomew Close

Cloth Fair

King Edward Street

Middle Street

St Martin’s-le-Grand

MOORGATE, EC2

(i) Barbican

London Wall

Milton Street

Silk Street

Wood Street

(ii) south of the Barbican

Cheapside

Coleman Street

Gresham Street

Guildhall Yard

Ironmonger Lane

Moorgate

Old Jewry

Poultry

(iii) east of Moorgate

Liverpool Street

London Wall

Lothbury

Threadneedle Street

Throgmorton Street

Tokenhouse Yard

(v) Bishopsgate and east

Bishopsgate

FENCHURCH, EC3

(i) around Cornhill

Castle Court

Change Alley

Cornhill

Cowper’s Court

Gracechurch Street

Lombard Street

Royal Exchange Buildings

St Michael’s Alley

(ii) north of Fenchurch Street

Aldgate

Aldgate High Street

Bevis Marks

Duke’s Place

Great St Helen’s

Houndsditch

Leadenhall Street

Lime Street

Mitre Square

Mitre Street

St Mary Axe

St Helen’s Place

(iii) Fenchurch Street and south

Byward Street

Fenchurch Street

Fish Street Hill

Jewry Street

Lower Thames Street

Pudding Lane

Railway Place

Rood Lane

St Dunstan’s Hill

Seething Lane

ST PAUL’S / FLEET STREET, EC4

(i) Alsatia

Bouverie Street

Bridewell Place

Carmelite Street

St Bride’s Avenue

Tudor Street

Whitefriars Street

(ii) Blackfriars

Ireland Yard

Queen Victoria Street

(iii) Cannon Street and around

Bow Lane

Cannon Street

Clement’s Lane

King William Street

Mansion House Place

Queen Victoria Street

Skinners Lane

(iv) Fleet Street

Fleet Street

(v) north of Fleet Street

Fetter Lane

Gough Square

Salisbury Court

Shoe Lane

Wine Office Court

(vi) St Paul’s and around

Amen Court

Farringdon Street

Fleet Lane

Ludgate Hill

Old Bailey

Paternoster Row

Paternoster Square

St Paul’s Churchyard

(vii) The Temple

Inner Temple Lane

Middle Temple Lane


City chronology

Inns of Chancery

Robert Maxwell

Dickens in the City

City livery companies

CIRCLE LINE

The Muggletonians

The Houndsditch murders

Villains and con-men of Elizabethan Alsatia

‘Oranges and Lemons’

Famous Old Bailey trials

St Paul’s glossary



The City of London is one of the world’s leading financial centres, home of the Bank of England and the Stock Exchange. An area one square mile in size, lying on the north bank of the Thames between the Temple and Tower Hill, it is also the oldest part of London, seeping with history, filled with ancient churches and medieval alleyways. The earliest records are those of the Romans who in AD 43 occupied land by the Walbrook stream and called it Londinium, the name taken from the local Lyn-dun (fortified town by the lake). Later they enclosed much of the modern-day City by a wall that partly survives and can be seen near the street known as London Wall and by Tower Hill tube station.

The Romans built a public hall or basilica near where Leadenhall market now stands, an amphitheatre on the site of what became the Guildhall, a bridge near what is now London Bridge (the lowest convenient point where the river could be crossed), and roads leading to other settlements such as Camulodunum (Colchester) and Durovernum (Canterbury). Londinium soon became a flourishing mercantile centre, as archaeological remains unearthed in December 2000 indicate, was sacked in AD 61 after a rebellion of tribes led by the Norfolk warrior Boadicea, and rebuilt soon after under Gaius Julinus Alpinus Classicianus, the Roman procurator.

By the beginning of the second century, Londinium was the capital of the Roman province that included Britain, but it fell in 410 when the Emperor Honorius refused pleas from British cities to help repel invaders, and it was not until 604, when Ethelbert founded St Paul’s on the site of the present-day building, that the Roman town was revived. William the Conqueror founded the Tower at the east end of London in 1078, at a time when Norman barons were settling locally and building trade links with their home towns. Around a hundred years later London acquired its first mayor, Henry Fitz Ailwyn. The area was granted ‘ancient liberties and free customs, as well by land and by water’ in the Magna Carta of 1215, and around this time many of the craft guilds that today survive as livery companies were established.

London became a great commercial centre in the fifteenth century, home of successful stock companies such as the Muscovy Company (the world’s first), founded in 1553 after an expedition made its way to the court of Ivan the Terrible in Russia; the Hudson Bay Company, which traded in furs; the Levant Company which traded in the Middle East; and largest of all, the East India Company. The following century the City was beset by major disasters: the 1665 Plague, which killed around 100,000 people, about one-fifth of the City’s population, and the 1666 Fire of London, which began in a bakery on Pudding Lane, to the north of London Bridge, that September, and destroyed seven-eighths of what is now the City.

Christopher Wren was put in charge of rebuilding London after the Fire, and he proposed a grand scheme that included streets radiating from scenic points and embankments along the Thames, intending to rebuild ‘all the Parish Churches in such a manner as to be seen at the end of a Vista of Houses, and dispersed in such Distances from each other, as to appear neither too thick, nor thin in Prospect’. But he was overruled by the authorities, who refused to redraw property boundaries that by then existed only in the ashes of the Fire and claimed his plans would cost too much money.

After the Fire most of London’s wealthy inhabitants moved west, colonizing undeveloped areas in what are now Mayfair and Marylebone. But commercial power remained in the City, zealously preserved by the Corporation of London at the Guildhall and the livery companies in their hundred-odd nearby halls. The founding of the Bank of England in 1694 helped the City regain its prestige status, and in the century after the Fire major civic buildings such as the Mansion House and the Bank of England were constructed. By the end of the eighteenth century the power of the City of London was so great that all cargo-bearing ships coming to the capital, unloading in the heavily crowded Pool to the east of where Tower Bridge now stands, had to pay a tariff to the City.

As London spread, railways and new wide straight roads such as Queen Victoria Street were cut through the old City slums following campaigns against unsanitary conditions led by Charles Dickens and the journalist Henry Mayhew. The City’s population declined from 129,000 in 1851 to 50,000 in 1881, as the working class left for the developing inner suburbs such as Hackney. Although the twentieth century saw the City lose thousands more inhabitants, its streets devastated by Second World War bombing, and industries such as newspaper publishing depart en masse, the area has remained a financial stronghold through boom, bust and recession thanks to the ability of its biggest concerns such as the Bank of England and the Stock Exchange to adapt to changing circumstances and retain their independence from Westminster.


City chronology

43 Roman forces under Aulus Plautius, governor of Britain, found Londinium.

410 The Romans leave Londinium.

604 Ethelbert founds St Paul’s Cathedral.

1189 Henry Fitz Ailwyn becomes London’s first Lord Mayor.

1209 London Bridge completed. No other bridges are constructed in the City until Blackfriars in 1769.

1566 Queen Elizabeth I opens the Royal Exchange.

1665 The Plague wipes out a fifth of the City’s half million population.

1666 The Great Fire destroys two thirds of the city including St Paul’s Cathedral and the Royal Exchange.

1694 Bank of England founded at Mercers’ Hall, off Cheapside.

1863 The underground railway comes to the City.

1940 The Second World War Blitz destroys huge swathes of the City.

1971 Work begins on the Barbican.

1986 The exodus of Fleet Street’s newspapers begins.



Aldersgate, EC1

EC1 is the area of the City north of St Paul’s Cathedral, dominated by Smithfield meat market, the various buildings of St Bartholomew’s Hospital (Bart’s) and the winding medieval alleyways between, protected in Roman and medieval times by Aldersgate (originally Ealdred’s Gate).

[image: image] For EC1 entries outside the City see Clerkenwell, p. 75.

(i) Holborn–Holborn Viaduct

Holborn

The brief stretch of road between Gray’s Inn Road and Holborn Circus shares its name with that of the area north of Covent Garden, and commemorates the long-vanished Holbourne stream, a tributary of the River Fleet. It is marked by two nineteenth century granite obelisks which stand either side of the road at its Gray’s Inn Road junction on the site of Holborn Bars, medieval tollgates for traffic entering the City. In the eighteenth century the road was lined with coaching inns such as the Dagger – frequented by the Elizabethan playwright Ben Jonson and mentioned in his 1610 play The Alchemist – which was famous for its ‘dagger frumety’, a pie decorated with dagger shapes, and the Bull and Gate, a terminus for many of the stage-coaches running between London and northern towns, which is featured in Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones. Henry Mayhew in his 1861 review of the capital’s poverty, London Labour and the London Poor, recalled how costermongers would surround coaches pulling into London at Holborn to sell travellers fruit: ‘In their hopes of sale they followed anyone a mile if encouraged, even by a few approving glances.’ The inns were demolished after the growth of the railways in the mid-nineteenth century made their prime purpose redundant. The road’s only relic of the pre-industrial age is the late-sixteenth-century Staple Inn, one of London’s few surviving timber-faced buildings.

north side: Gray’s Inn Road to Holborn Circus

Furnival’s Inn, Holborn at Brook Street, north-east junction

An Inn of Chancery from 1383 to 1817, named after the Fournyvals who rode to the Crusades with Richard I and lived locally, its buildings were later converted to apartments. It was here that Charles Dickens wrote The Pickwick Papers from 1834 to 1837. Furnival’s Inn was demolished in 1897 when the Prudential building (now Holborn Bars) was extended on to the site.


Inns of Chancery

The nine Inns of Chancery (Barnard’s Inn, Clement’s Inn, Clifford’s Inn, Furnival’s Inn, Lyon’s Inn, New Inn, Staple Inn, Strand Inn and Thavies’ Inn) were institutions involved in running chancery law – law relating to public records and archives – that came to be used for training barristers for the Inns of Court (Gray’s Inn, Lincoln’s Inn and the Inner and Middle Temple). Each of the Inns was run as a miniature version of the Inns of Court, with a hall and chambers but no chapel. By the nineteenth century their functions had mostly been assumed by the Law Society and they soon closed, almost all the buildings being demolished towards the end of the century. Their names live on in the titles of nearby streets.



Prudential Assurance (Holborn Bars), Holborn at Brook Street, north-east junction Alfred Waterhouse’s grand Gothic office block in fiery-red brick and terracotta is one of twenty-seven similar Prudential complexes across the country. It was built from 1899 to 1906 on land where the Pneumatic Despatch Company had opened a station for its underground railway in the mid-nineteenth century. This railway ran from Euston via Tottenham Court Road to Holborn in tunnels only 4 ft high, so passengers were obliged to lie in coffin-like carriages, to their great discomfort. It was not a success and closed in 1874. The tunnels are now used for cables. In 1879 the Prudential Mutual Assurance, Investment and Loan Association Company bought the land and commissioned Waterhouse to design a new headquarters in his distinctive ‘Waterhouse slaughterhouse’ style. The company moved out in the 1990s.

[image: image] Mount Pleasant underground post railway, p. 79

Gamage’s, Nos. 116–28, between Leather Lane and Hatton Garden

One of London’s best-known twentieth-century stores, Gamage’s was built in 1878 next to the Black Bull, a great coaching inn featured by Charles Dickens in Martin Chuzzlewit. Arthur Gamage, a draper, hung a sign above the door proclaiming: ‘Tall Oaks From Little Acorns Grow’ and gradually bought up the surrounding properties to create a huge rambling store which specialized in toys, bikes and uniforms (it was the official outfitter to the Boy Scouts). Shoppers had much fun exploring the nooks, passageways and oddly shaped rooms until the store closed in 1972. Soon after the building was demolished and the site is now covered by Richard Seifert’s British Telecom building. Below ground level is the citadel which stores De Beers’s diamonds.

south side: Holborn Viaduct to Staple Inn

Daily Mirror (1961–90), Holborn at Holborn Circus

When the Daily Mirror moved to Holborn Circus in the early 1960s, the paper was the flagship of the world’s biggest media organization, IPC. In charge was Cecil Harmsworth King, nephew of the paper’s founder, Alfred Harmsworth (Lord Northcliffe). But King had inherited his uncle’s strain of megalomania and unpredictability. In the summer of 1968, having been rebuffed by Lord Mountbatten, the recently retired Chief of Defence Staff, in his plan to overthrow the Labour government and install a national government peopled by capable businessmen (such as himself), he turned to his own newspapers, splashing a vicious editorial in the Mirror calling for a new Labour leader and a new prime minister. An article on the front page was headlined: ‘Enough is Enough!’, and proved enough for the Mirror board, which promptly sacked King.

His replacement was Hugh Cudlipp whom King, ironically, had sent to open negotiations with Mountbatten. Cudlipp produced a paper that carefully balanced serious news against ephemera – coverage of the Vietnam War alongside light-hearted stories about the affairs of Princess Margaret, a campaign against drink-driving at Christmas next to a feature about the ever decreasing length of the mini-skirt – and nurtured a talented group of writers that could justly be described as the envy of Fleet Street: Keith Waterhouse, Marjorie Proops, Anne Robinson, Geoffrey Goodman, Paul Foot, Kingsley Amis, Paul Callan and Benny Green.

After Cudlipp retired in 1974 the paper’s fortunes declined. Management launched a futile and costly campaign of aping Rupert Murdoch’s new Sun, which meant that quality, popular, left-of-the-centre journalism was replaced with increased coverage of the royal family and TV soaps on the dubious grounds that the paper’s readers no longer had the attention span to deal with anything other than the most flippant stories.

In July 1984 the Mirror’s then owners, Reed, sold the group for £113.4 million to Robert Maxwell, the controversial millionaire ‘socialist’, who turned the paper into his personal newsletter, contributing articles under the pseudonym Charles Wilberforce, splashing stories about Robert Maxwell solving the miners’ strike, Robert Maxwell meeting East European dignitaries and Robert Maxwell, the football club owner, who would ‘save’ Reading and Oxford by merging them, alongside interviews with civilians who had recently enjoyed the honour of meeting … Robert Maxwell. Although profits increased under Maxwell’s stewardship, despite his predilection for raiding the group’s pension fund, readers and respected writers deserted the paper, and by the time Maxwell died in mysterious circumstances in 1991 it had lost its credibility. Soon after the Mirror moved to the Isle of Dogs.

[image: image] Birth of the Daily Mirror, p. 46; Fleet Street, p. 54, Lord Mountbatten’s address, p. 437


Robert Maxwell

Robert Maxwell was born Jan Lodvik Hoch in 1923 in a poor Carpathian village that has since changed nationality several times. Many of his family were killed in Hitler’s concentration camps and he joined the underground resistance movement in Budapest. In Liverpool he changed his name to Du Maurier, after the cigarettes, and then to the less ostentatious Ian Robert Maxwell.

On meeting his future wife, Betty, he told her that one day he would be prime minister of England. Instead he had to make do with being Member of Parliament for Buckingham (Milton Keynes). Described by one of his former editors as ‘a huge, menacing bulk that only the bravest [could] resist without trepidation, and a voice that [came] from the depths of a volcano’, he took over the Daily Mirror in 1984, and by 1991 his position at the head of a huge publishing empire seemed unassailable, with only Private Eye willing to tell the world he was a crook.

When Maxwell died in mysterious circumstances that November, supposedly falling off his yacht as it cruised the Atlantic, conspiracy theories abounded. He had been liquidated by Mossad hitmen, the KGB, or even the Bulgarian secret police, and then thrown into the sea; his food had been poisoned; he had accidentally fallen in the sea while defecating overboard. Tributes poured in from world leaders, including George Bush Snr, John Major and Mikhail Gorbachev. The Israeli government gave him a state funeral and a prime burial spot on the Mount of Olives, and the Daily Mirror devoted countless pages to his great works. A few weeks later it was revealed that Maxwell had robbed the newspaper’s pension fund, and the Mirror and many of his former colleagues were obliged to stage one of the most dramatic and embarrassing U-turns in newspaper history.



Staple Inn

London’s only surviving sixteenth-century domestic building, Staple Inn is famous for its façade, which precariously overhangs the roadway. It was an Inn of Chancery built from 1545 to 1549, restored in 1886, reconstructed in 1937, and badly damaged by a bomb in 1944. It was later restored and rebuilt by the Prudential Insurance Company, and is now used by the Institute of Actuaries and various other companies. Old Holborn tobacco, originally produced in an alleyway on the north side of Holborn, used to feature images of Staple Inn on its packets.

[image: image] Inns of Chancery, p. 5

Holborn Viaduct

A major feat of Victorian engineering built in the 1860s to ease traffic flow from the West End to the City, Holborn Viaduct spans the valley of the now culverted Fleet River. It replaced Holborn Hill, on which Charles Dickens imagined a ‘megalosaurus forty feet long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard’ in the opening page of Bleak House. The roadway’s grand Romanesque name is complemented by much civic embellishment, including statues representing Agriculture, Commerce, Fine Arts and Science.

north side: Holborn Circus to Giltspur Street

Former De Beers, junction Holborn Viaduct and Charterhouse Street

The world’s largest diamond company, producing about 43 per cent of the world’s supply, was formed in March 1888 during the diamond rush in Kimberley, South Africa, and named after the brothers who owned the land where prospecting took place. De Beers’s marketing arm, the Central Selling Organization, has been based in London since its foundation and two thirds of the world’s diamonds move through the Holborn headquarters, mostly arriving by helicopter and being stored in a citadel below ground. De Beers began to move away in 2011.

[image: image] Hatton Garden, p. 79

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre-without-Newgate

The largest parish church in the City was founded in 1137, dedicated to St Edmund the Martyr, an East Anglian king, and designed in a style similar to that of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. As its distance from the now demolished north-west gate of the City closely corresponded with the distance of its Jerusalem namesake from the Calvary it became an appropriate starting point for the Crusaders on their journey to the Holy Land to rescue the Holy Sepulchre from the Saracens. The church was destroyed in the Fire of London and rebuilt on its original foundations with some of the surviving medieval masonry, such as the stone basin in the west wall, which bears scorch marks from the blaze. There are memorials to Captain John Smith, early-seventeenth-century founder of the US state of Virginia, rescued from death by the Princess Pocahontas, who is buried in the south-west corner of the church and commemorated in one of the windows; to the composer John Ireland, above which the closing bars of his song ‘Sea Fever’ are depicted; to Dame Nellie Melba, the famous Australian singer; and to Henry Wood, founder and conductor of the annual Promenade concerts whose laurel wreath is taken to the Royal Albert Hall to adorn his bust during the Proms and is returned to the church at the end of the season.

south side: Old Bailey to Holborn Circus

Holborn Viaduct station, opposite Snow Hill The London, Chatham and Dover Railway opened a station and hotel on the new Holborn Viaduct in 1867, but the latter was a commercial failure and was soon converted into offices. The station closed in 1990 when the tunnel under Snow Hill was reopened and a new station, the clumsily named City Thameslink, was built a little further to the south to cater for trains running between Bedford and Brighton.

City Temple, Holborn Viaduct at Shoe Lane

Built in 1874, City Temple became the leading centre for Nonconformity in nineteenth-century London and was run by the Revd Joseph Parker, a radical firebrand whose telegraphic address was simply ‘Preacher, London’. In the 1920s two of the first million-selling records, Master Ernest Luff’s ‘O for the Wings of a Dove’ and the Temple choir’s version of Mendelssohn’s ‘Hear My Prayer’, were recorded here. Martin Luther King Jnr spoke at City Temple about racial tyranny in December 1964 before going to Oslo to receive the Nobel Peace Prize.






Dickens in the City

City locations appear throughout Charles Dickens’s novels, nearly all of which are partly set in the Square Mile, often in locations, obscure and well-known, which are still standing.

Barnard’s Inn, Holborn In Great Expectations Pip, on first arriving in London, stays with Mr Pocket in Barnard’s Inn, an Inn of Chancery which functioned from 1435 to 1892. Naively, Pip imagines Barnard’s to be an inn run by a Mr Barnard. When he finds out the truth he decides he has come up against ‘the dingiest collection of shabby buildings ever squeezed together in a rank corner at a club for Tom-cats’. The street Barnard’s Inn, south of Holborn, marks the site of the Inn.

Black Bull, 116 Holborn Richard Seifert’s post-war British Telecom building covers the site of what was one of Holborn’s great coaching inns, featured by Dickens in Martin Chuzzlewit, and demolished in 1901.

Bouverie Street Dickens edited the Daily News from Nos. 19–22 in 1845, with his father as manager, father-in-law as music critic, and his friend and biographer, John Forster, as one of the writers. His stint was not a success and he quit after twenty days.

Bow Bells, St Mary-le-Bow, off Cheapside The offices of Dombey and Son in the novel of the same name ‘were within the liberties of the City of London and within hearing of Bow Bells’. The Bow Bells are those of the church of St Mary le Bow, off Cheapside, within the sound of which true Cockneys are born.

Child’s Bank, 1 Fleet Street In A Tale of Two Cities Dickens depicted what is now Britain’s oldest bank as Tellson’s Bank, ‘very small, very dark, very ugly, very incommodious’.

Cornhill Scrooge’s counting house in A Christmas Carol is on a courtyard off Cornhill, facing ‘the ancient tower of a church [St Michael’s Cornhill] whose gruff old bell was always peeping down at Scrooge out of a Gothic window in the wall’.

Custom House, Lower Thames Street In Great Expectations, Pip leaves a boat on the Thames outside Custom House as part of his plan to help Magwitch flee the country.

Dirty Dick’s, 202–204 Bishopsgate Nathaniel Bentley, a local ironmonger, became known as Dirty Dick after preserving the wedding breakfast that had been abandoned when his fiancée died on the eve of their marriage. He spent the rest of his life in squalor. When Bentley died the landlord of the pub that stood here bought the contents of his shop and house, including what remained of the wedding breakfast and the bodies of Bentley’s dead cats, and displayed them until the 1980s. Dickens adapted the story for the fate of Miss Havisham in Great Expectations.

Doctors Commons, Queen Victoria Street, opposite White Lion Hill A college for doctors of law where Dickens worked as a shorthand reporter and which he described in Sketches By Boz as ‘the place where they grant marriage-licences to love-sick couples, and divorce to unfaithful ones’. David Copperfield has a job here as an articled clerk in the semi-autobiographical novel of the same name.

Fleet Prison, Farringdon Street at Fleet Lane Mr Pickwick in The Pickwick Papers serves a short stretch inside the Fleet after refusing to pay costs and damages awarded to Mrs Bardell in the Breach of Promise case. The prison was demolished in 1846.

Furnival Inn, Holborn Dickens wrote The Pickwick Papers while living at No. 15 of the Furnival Inn of Chancery (since demolished) from 1834 to 1837. John Westlock has chambers here in Martin Chuzzlewit.

George and Vulture, 3 Castle Court One of the City’s oldest public houses, it features in The Pickwick Papers as the hostelry Mr Pickwick uses during the trial of Bardell vs Pickwick.

Hanging Sword Alley A barely conspicuous alleyway south of Fleet Street, named after a sixteenth-century street sign advertising a local fencing school, it was described by Dickens in A Tale of Two Cities as ‘not in a savoury neighbourhood … but very decently kept’. It is also home to Jerry Cruncher, who supplements his meagre earnings by digging up recently buried bodies and selling them to doctors to use for dissection.

Holborn Hill (Holborn Viaduct) In the opening page of Bleak House Dickens, referring to the mud on the London streets, contemplates a megalosaurus ‘forty feet long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill’. The street was redeveloped in the 1860s and Holborn Hill was replaced by Holborn Viaduct, which swept away most of the surrounding slums.

Johnson’s Court Dickens posted his first story into a ‘dark letter-box in a dark office in a dark court in Fleet Street’, that of the Monthly Magazine (since defunct) on Johnson’s Court, east of Fetter Lane.

Leadenhall market, Gracechurch Street A preserved covered Victorian market with sweeping arches and ironwork, it features in Dombey and Son, Nicholas Nickleby and The Pickwick Papers, in which Sam Weller writes his ‘Walentine’ in the market’s Blue Boar tavern.

London Coffee House, Ludgate Hill In Little Dorrit Arthur Clennam sits in the London Coffee House out of the rain watching people while the church bells ring ‘come to church, come to church … they won’t come, they won’t come’.

London Tavern, 123 Bishopsgate Now the George bar and restaurant, it was a popular meeting place for radicals in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and featured by Dickens in Nicholas Nickleby as the location of a meeting on behalf of the ‘United Metropolitan Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company’.

Newgate Prison, Newgate Street To Dickens the prison, which until 1902 stood where the Central Criminal Court (the Old Bailey) can now be found, was a symbol of the ‘guilt and misery of London’. It features in much of his work. In Oliver Twist Fagin is tried, sentenced and executed here while ‘a great multitude assembled … people smoking and playing cards to beguile the time, the crowds pushing, quarrelling, joking’, and in Barnaby Rudge Dickens relates the story of how the prisoners, freed during the anti-Catholic Gordon Riots, returned the next day, ‘drawn back to their old place of captivity by some indescribable attraction’, only to be flung back into their cells.

St Dunstan-in-the-West, Fleet Street at Hen and Chickens Court In Barnaby Rudge Maypole Hugh hears the church clock’s giants striking upon the bell before knocking at Middle Temple Gate. The chiming of the clock awakens Scrooge in A Christmas Carol. In 1844 Dickens dedicated his Christmas story, ‘The Chimes’, to St Dunstan’s.

St Olave’s, Seething Lane, Aldgate St Olave’s, according to ‘Uncommercial Traveller: City of the Absent’, was Dickens’s ‘best beloved churchyard – the churchyard of ghastly grim, [its] ferocious strong spiked iron gate like a jail ornamented with skulls and cross bones’.

Smithfield market In Oliver Twist Oliver and Bill Sikes pass through the market during the morning when it is at its busiest, and Oliver notices the ground ‘covered nearly ankle-deep with filth and mire; a thick steam perpetually rising from the reeking bodies of the cattle’. In Great Expectations Pip describes the market as a ‘shameful place, being all asmear with filth and fat and blood and foam’.

Staple Inn, Holborn In his unfinished last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, Dickens describes Staple Inn as ‘a little nook composed of two irregular quadrangles … one of those nooks where a few smoky sparrows twitter in smoky trees, as though they called to one another, “Let us play at country”’. No longer an Inn of Chancery, it is now occupied by the Institute of Actuaries.

The Temple London’s biggest legal Inn features in various Dickens novels including Great Expectations, in which Magwitch reveals to Pip, who has chambers here, that he is his benefactor; Martin Chuzzlewit, in which John Westlock romances Ruth Pinch by the small fountain of the Temple’s Fountain Court; and Our Mutual Friend, Mortimer Lightwood living in Goldsmith’s Buildings. In The Pickwick Papers Dickens writes of the Temple’s sequestered nooks, comprising of ‘low-roofed, mouldy rooms, where innumerable rolls of parchment, which have been perspiring in secret for the last century, send forth an agreeable odour’.

Took’s Court A small turning just east of Chancery Lane where No. 15 has been named Dickens House in honour of Took’s Court’s inclusion in Bleak House as Cook’s Court, home of Mr Snagsby, the law stationer.



St Andrew

Rebuilt by Christopher Wren from 1684 to 1690 with a double-storeyed Portland stone exterior to frame what is his largest parish church, St Andrew was originally a wooden Saxon church, first mentioned in 951, and was where in 1808 the essayist William Hazlitt was married, while his best man, the essayist Charles Lamb, had to be restrained several times from bursting out laughing. The nineteenth-century Tory prime minister Benjamin Disraeli was baptized at St Andrew’s in July 1817, despite being born Jewish, on account of an argument between his father and the elders of Bevis Marks Synagogue. When the surgeon William Marsden found a woman dying on the steps of the church in 1827 and could not get her admitted to a hospital he opened one himself at 16 Greville Street, off Hatton Garden, the forerunner of what is now the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead. St Andrew lost its graveyard when Holborn Viaduct was built in the 1860s, and was almost destroyed during the Second World War, after which it was restored as the church of the London trade guilds. Since 1991 it has been the headquarters of the Royal College of Organists.

(ii) west of Little Britain (Smithfield)

Smithfield, best known for its meat market, was originally Smooth Field, a swamp just outside the City boundaries where the Romans buried their rubbish and their dead. During the 1550s reign of Mary Tudor 270 Protestants, including John Rogers, vicar of the nearby church of St Sepulchre, and John Aston, who had been found eating pork during Lent, were executed while being forced to face the west door of the church of St Bartholomew-the-Great. During the 1665 Plague, Smithfield was used as a mass burial pit, and the following year the area escaped the ravages of the Fire only thanks to the ditch that separated it from the City and a sudden change in the direction of the wind. In 1715 Smithfield was one of three local places chosen by the Jacobite rebels as a rallying point should their putsch on London to seize the throne for James II’s Catholic son be successful. From Smithfield the mob planned to march on the Bank of England, set it on fire and kill some of the chief magistrates, but the plot was foiled. When the live cattle market was moved from the City to Caledonian Road in 1855 Smithfield became a meat market.

Charterhouse Street

The street is named after Charterhouse School (based locally until 1872) and leads from Holborn Circus towards Smithfield meat market. It is a relatively new road for the area, as can be determined from its straightness. At No. 115 is the Fox and Anchor, one of a number of local pubs with unusual licensing hours to cater for the nearby meat market workers, and which is famed for its massive breakfasts.

south side

Smithfield meat market

The market, for which the area is best known, occupies a ten-acre site just within the City boundaries and has stood here since 1174. It was originally a live cattle market, slaughtering and leather tanning being tolerated only away from the centre of the City. Until 1855 trade climaxed on the Monday before Christmas, when some 30,000 animals would be crammed into the market area prior to mass slaughtering, the ground ‘covered nearly ankle-deep with filth and mire; a thick steam perpetually rising from the reeking bodies of the cattle’, as Charles Dickens explained in Oliver Twist. After the use of live cattle was moved to Caledonian Road, Smithfield became purely a meat market and new Italianate buildings, with flamboyant corner turrets and imposing statuary, designed by Horace Jones, were erected. When a rocket fell on the market towards the end of the Second World War hundreds of people were queuing for their meat ration, many staff were trapped in the refrigerators, and 115 people lost their lives. In 1963 a poultry market was added on the site, and in the 1990s new health legislation wiped out the practice of lorries pulling up at any available gate, leaving the meat exposed to the elements and then handled by large numbers of workers. Now the vehicles back on to special sealed loading bays where the meat is placed on to a semi-automated rail system with the aid of a robot. The market deals with some 85,000 tons of produce – meat, poultry, cheese, pies – every year, with customers able to walk along the central avenues choosing from the goods on display. Constant refurbishment and renovation have made it one of the most up-to-date markets of its kind in Europe.

[image: image] Covent Garden, p. 104

Cock Lane

Now a forgotten side street, Cock Lane was the only place in medieval London where licensed prostitutes could solicit for trade and was where in 1688 Pilgrim’s Progress author John Bunyan died from a fever caught during a heavy bout of rain. In 1762 there were reports that a girl at No. 33 had seen a ghostly apparition of a late relative who had died of smallpox. Hundreds of people came to Cock Lane to find proof of the phenomenon and were greeted most amicably by the landlords of the local hostelries. The girl was taken to the rectory of St John’s, Clerkenwell, where she was visited by, among others, Dr Johnson who decried her claims in ‘An Account of the Detection of the Imposture in Cock Lane’.

Giltspur Street

The fourteen-year-old Richard II met Wat Tyler and the other leaders of the Peasants’ Revolt in Giltspur Street on 15 June 1381, promising to agree to the rebels’ demands, which included a repeal of the Statute of Labourers that prevented workers changing jobs for better pay. During the negotiations William Walworth, Lord Mayor of London, lured away Tyler and stabbed him. Although the peasants’ leader then took refuge in St Bartholomew’s Church, he was dragged out and beheaded. The Revolt later subsided.

Fortune of War, north junction with Cock Lane, west side

In the eighteenth century surgeons from St Bartholomew’s Hospital used a room at the Fortune of War tavern (demolished 1910) to inspect bodies snatched from graves that could be useful for their experiments. The site is known as Pye Corner, the furthest point north-west reached by the 1666 Great Fire of London, and on the façade of the current building is a cherub, a symbol of gluttony, the sin which supposedly led to divine retribution in the form of the Fire.

St Bartholomew’s Hospital, east side

London’s oldest hospital, popularly known as Bart’s, was founded in 1123 by Rahere, jester to Henry I. According to legend, Rahere caught malaria on a pilgrimage to Rome and vowed to build a hospital and church dedicated to St Bartholomew if he survived. On his return to London he petitioned the king for land in Smithfield to fulfil his pledge and in 1123 a small hospital opened as part of a priory which Henry vowed ‘to defend and maintain even as my crown’. Patients arrived by boat on the River Fleet and disembarked at a specially constructed wharf.

The site was extended during the reign of Edward III (1327–77) when a church, St Bartholomew-the-Less, part of which still survives, was built, and though Henry VIII closed down the priory, he re-founded St Bartholomew’s as a royal hospital in 1546 with governors, rather than monks, in charge. Physicians connected with the hospital include John of Gaddesden, court doctor to Edward II in the early fourteenth century, who treated smallpox victims by advising that the patient and all their surroundings be coloured red; Dr Rodrigo Lopez, who was accused of plotting to poison Elizabeth I and was hanged; and William Harvey who discovered the circulation of the blood in 1615 despite colleagues’ scepticism.

In 1730 James Gibbs, architect of St Martin-in-the-Fields church, was chosen to rebuild the hospital, and funds were raised by public subscription and endowment. The clay for Gibbs’s work was dug in Kent and fired in kilns just outside the City, slate was brought from Wales, timber came by ship from Norway, and stone was brought from Ralph Allen’s quarries in Bath. The work took nearly thirty years and Gibbs’s hospital, in the form of a quadrangle with four detached wings, opened in 1769 with room for 500 beds. Three of the four wings survive, the southern wing having been demolished in 1935, as does Gibbs’s masterpiece, the Great Hall, its staircase decorated with Hogarth’s first historical paintings, The Good Samaritan (1736) and The Pool of Bethesda (1736), which the locally born artist produced for free when he heard that the hospital wanted a foreigner, the Venetian Jacopo Amigoni, to carry out the work.

There were further extensions to the building at the end of the nineteenth century to cope with the greater numbers of patients. Members of staff from that period include the cricketer W. G. Grace; Robert Bridges, poet laureate 1913–30; Edward Wilson, who died with Scott and Oates on the 1912 South Pole expedition; and, according to literary legend, Sherlock Holmes, who, in A Study in Scarlet (1887), is introduced to Dr Watson for the first time at Bart’s, where he is researching chemistry.

The government announced plans to close the hospital in 1992 but after a vociferous campaign of opposition from the London public there was a reprieve and it now specializes in cardiac and cancer care.

St Bartholomew-the-Less, east side

The hospital’s parish church, which stands within the hospital’s grounds, was founded c. 1184, and after surviving the Fire of London was rebuilt by George Dance the Younger in 1789 around the fifteenth-century tower and vestry. Dance’s timber quickly rotted and so the church had to be rebuilt again in 1825. A 1904 Act of Parliament allowed for the demolition of the church to extend the hospital but was never carried out.

Newgate Street

Newgate Street is named after the 1135 gate, the main route west out of the City, which was used as a prison until a gaol was built on the site of the Old Bailey in the 1420s. It was redesigned according to the terms of Dick Whittington’s will in 1423 and demolished along with the other City gates in the 1760s. Until 1381, when slaughtering was banned from the City and removed to nearby Smithfield, it was also the site of the butchers’ market known as the Shambles, which incorporated the Flesh Shambles at its western end and Bladder Street to the east. Over the centuries three long demolished institutions stood on Newgate Street, Christ’s Hospital, founded by Edward VI as a charitable school for orphans and poor boys, Greyfriars Monastery and Christ Church Newgate Street, the tower and outer walls of which remain.
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Newgate Prison, Newgate Street at Old Bailey, south side

The City’s main prison for nearly 500 years was built in 1422 with money left by three times Lord Mayor Dick Whittington and nicknamed Whittington’s Palace. Condemned prisoners were kept in a mass dungeon with one window and woken at midnight by twenty rings of a handbell before being given a long admonishment on sin.

Inmates included Sir Thomas Malory, who wrote ‘Morte D’Arthur’ while serving a term for murder from 1469 to 1470, and is believed to have died in the prison; Mary Frith (Moll Cutpurse), the seventeenth-century highwaywoman who robbed General Fairfax, commander-in-chief of the Parliamentarian army during the Civil War, and used £2,000 of her ill-gotten loot to buy her way out of prison; and the writer Daniel Defoe, who was sent to Newgate in 1702 after publishing an anonymous satirical pamphlet, ‘The Shortest Way with the Dissenters’, which so cleverly sent up the views of High Church Tories that it was taken seriously as an attack on the Tories’ opponents, and who put his Newgate experience to use for the prison scenes in Moll Flanders (1722).

Newgate was rebuilt after the Fire of London but continued to have a wretched reputation for overcrowding and unsanitary conditions – pigs were kept within the walls – until the early eighteenth century when the mass dungeon was replaced by fifteen new cells. On 30 August 1724 Jack Sheppard, the burglar and recidivist prison-breaker romanticized in John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (1728), escaped from Newgate dressed as a woman to avoid execution, was recaptured on Finchley Common, and sent back to the prison, where his execution was delayed. On 15 October he escaped from the most secure room in the prison, broke through six iron doors, and reached the roof, where he decided to return to his cell to retrieve some blankets so that he could lower himself down the prison wall. Sheppard was eventually found drunk in a gin shop on Drury Lane and returned to Newgate, where he was held down by 300lbs of iron, later being executed at Tyburn.

George Dance Jr rebuilt Newgate in 1770. Ten years later the gaol was attacked during the Gordon Riots (p. 117), when demonstrators battered down cell doors with sledgehammers and pickaxes, released prisoners, and set fire to the building as crowds of onlookers cheered. Towards the end of the eighteenth century hangings moved here from Tyburn, following pressure from Mayfair residents. Locals began charging spectators £10 to sit at a window overlooking the place of execution. Once the victim had been officially declared dead a black flag would be hoisted and the crowd would give three cheers; ironically, in 1807 twenty-eight people died in the crush when the scaffolding fell as they tried to watch the hangings.

Those hanged here in the early nineteenth century included Arthur Thistlewood, leader of the Cato Street conspirators who planned to assassinate the British cabinet. He went to the gallows on 1 May 1820 alongside fellow conspirator William Davidson, one of the first black people to feature in British political history. Thistlewood sucked an orange during the ordeal and before he died exclaimed: ‘Albion is still in the chains of slavery. I quit it without regret.’ In the early nineteenth century Elizabeth Fry, the prison reformer, began visiting Newgate amid much controversy over whether it was safe for a woman to enter the gaol and concern over the number of women prisoners being forced into prostitution. ‘We long to burn her alive,’ wrote Sydney Smith, the eccentric clergyman, ironically. ‘Examples of living virtue disturb our repose and give birth to distressing comparisons.’ Fry’s report to the House of Commons’ Committee on Prisons resulted in several reforms, including the founding of a school for prisoners’ children, whom she noticed spoke in nothing other than oaths and curses, and the abolition of the flogging of women from 1820.

The last public hanging at Newgate, on 26 May 1868, was that of Michael Barrett, who had taken part in the Fenian bombing of the Clerkenwell House of Correction (p. 000). After that Newgate executions were held behind closed doors. In 1902 the prison was demolished and replaced by an enlarged Central Criminal Court (Old Bailey), and some of the artefacts were sold as gruesome relics. Lord Gordon’s cell fetched £5, and one of the prison doors was taken to Flask Walk, Hampstead, where it still stands.
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Snow Hill

One of the City’s few hills, Snow Hill, which winds eastwards from Farringdon Street south of Smithfield market, was the site of the Saracen’s Head (demolished 1868), a popular City tavern used by Samuel Pepys and Jonathan Swift, and was where the eighteenth-century Mohock gang engaged in their practice of kidnapping elderly women and placing them in barrels which they then rolled downhill to Newgate Street. The re-opening in the 1980s of the railway tunnel under the hill enabled the Thameslink line to take trains north–south through London.

West Smithfield

In the Middle Ages the land now occupied by the roundabout at the eastern end of West Smithfield was an open space used for jousting, sports and executions. From 1133 to 1855 it was the setting for the annual Bartholomew Fair, a cloth fair held for three days around 24 August (St Bartholomew’s Day), where the curiosities over the years included a 1-ft tall girl of sixteen, monkeys dancing on ropes, men fighting dogs and women fighting women. The atmosphere of the event was captured by Ben Jonson in his 1614 play of the same name, which follows the fortunes of the drunks and cut-throats at the event, and by the poet William Wordsworth, who, in the seventh book of The Prelude (1805), complained about the ‘anarchy and din’ of the fair with its ‘Albinos, painted Indians, Dwarfs, the Horse of knowledge, and the learned Pig’. In recent years the event has been revived as a late summer street festival, without the medieval paraphernalia.

William Wallace, the Scottish nationalist who was convicted of treason at Westminster Hall in 1305, was dragged alive through the streets to West Smithfield and there briefly hanged on the gallows. He was taken down and allowed to recuperate for a few minutes before his intestines were ripped from his body in front of the crowd. Wallace’s head and limbs were then removed and his body parts sent to different locations across the country, his head being stuck on a pole on London Bridge, his right arm displayed on Newcastle Bridge, his left arm exhibited in Berwick, his right leg displayed in Perth, and his left leg put on show in Aberdeen.

(iii) Little Britain

Little Britain

Built on land owned by the Dukes of Brittany, the street began to attract printers in the late fifteenth century, following the success of William Caxton’s pioneering printing press in Westminster. Before long it was the most important place for publishing in London, where Fleet Street’s first daily newspaper, the Daily Courant, was printed in 1702. The three-year-old Samuel Johnson stayed here in 1712 when his mother brought him to London to try to cure his skin disease. Thirteen years later Benjamin Franklin, the American scientist, took lodgings on Little Britain after arriving from the American colonies with a package supposedly containing letters of credit from the governor of Pennsylvania to buy type fonts. When Franklin opened the package the letters weren’t there and so he found himself stranded in London penniless, eventually securing employment as a printer in the nearby church of St Bartholomew-the-Great. The street is now dominated by buildings associated with St Bartholomew’s Hospital and its name is internationally famous as that of a well-known television comedy programme.

east side

St Bartholomew-the-Great Gatehouse

The gatehouse leading to the church of St Bartholomew-the-Great was built for Sir Philip Scudamore in the sixteenth century and was where Mary Tudor is believed to have feasted on chicken and red wine while watching Protestant martyrs burn at the stake. When the church was bombed by a Zeppelin in 1916 during the First World War tiles fell off revealing the Elizabethan half-timbering beneath.

St Bartholomew-the-Great

London’s oldest parish church, where the locally born artist William Hogarth was baptized on 28 November 1697, was founded according to the wishes of Rahere, jester to Henry I, as part of St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Wat Tyler, leader of the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt, tried to take refuge from William Walworth, the Lord Mayor of London, inside the church but was dragged outside and beheaded. The church was originally 300 ft longer than it is today, but after Henry VIII dissolved the Priory in October 1539 the nave was demolished, thus reducing it to its present-day size and leaving an open space in front of the entrance. After the Reformation, parts of the church were used for commercial purposes, with a blacksmith’s forge, stable, school, hop store and printers setting up inside. Every Good Friday twenty-one poor widows over sixty years old are given a sum of money and a hot cross bun placed on a gravestone in the churchyard.

(iv) east of Little Britain

Aldersgate Street

The street, with its small shops and offices on the west side and lofty blocks of the Barbican on the east side, is named after Aldersgate (the Roman Ealdred’s Gate), which stood near the modern-day junction of Aldersgate Street and Long Lane. Aldersgate had residential quarters occupied in the sixteenth century by John Day, who in 1549 introduced Anglo-Saxon type and italics to Britain and here printed an early copy of the Bible, the Folio Bible. James I entered London for the first time as king through Aldersgate in 1603. In 1761 the gate was deemed to be causing traffic congestion and was demolished. By that time Aldersgate Street was lined with smart houses, but it gradually became commercialized, and it was heavily bombed during the Second World War.

[image: image] Cripplegate, p. 18

St Botolph, west side

A church founded in 1290 and dedicated to Botolph, patron saint of travellers, was rebuilt by Nathaniel Wright in 1788 and decorated with a plaster ceiling and an oak pulpit resting on a carved palm tree. A window depicts John Wesley, founder of Methodism, who experienced an evangelical conversion nearby in 1738.

Location of John Wesley’s conversion, Aldersgate Street by Ironmongers’ Hall, east side

John Wesley, the early-eighteenth-century preacher who founded Methodism, experienced an evangelical conversion in Hall House, Nettleton Court, just off Aldersgate Street, near the present-day Ironmongers’ Hall, on 24 May 1738. He later wrote how ‘in the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation.’

[image: image] Wesley’s Chapel, p. 86

Bartholomew Close

A meandering alleyway to the east of St Bartholomew’s Hospital, where in 1659 the poet John Milton went
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	God and the man Jesus Christ are synonymous expressions.

	The devil and human reason are synonymous.

	The soul dies and rises again with the body.

	Heaven is a place above the stars.

	At present hell is nowhere, but this earth, darkened after the last judgment, will be hell.

	Angels are the only beings of pure reason.
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