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Disclaimer

The routes of the hidden streams displayed in this book are based upon research using available historical and current maps, reference books and upon personal observations. Occasionally the author has found contradictions in the route a stream may take. The ones featured in this book are based upon the most reliable sources available. However, given that these waterways are hidden from view, their precise locations cannot always be guaranteed and these maps should not be relied upon for any purposes of insurance, planning or legal usage.
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Old Father Thames outside Hammersmith & Fulham Town Hall.








INTRODUCTION

A dropped match or a spark was probably the cause of the River Fleet exploding in 1846. It badly damaged a steamer close to the sluice gate on the Thames at Blackfriars and flooded many adjacent cellars in the Farringdon area. An accumulation of methane and other inflammable gases within the badly managed Fleet sewer had ignited with dire consequences.


[image: An illustration of a partially constructed building with visible structural elements and people working on the site.]


1862: The River Fleet bursts into the Underground railway embankment.





Sixteen years later engineers rerouted the Fleet south of King’s Cross to make way for the world’s first underground railway. The Fleet, which had already been press-ganged into sewer duties, was being moved again. In 1862, during a very heavy rainstorm, the Fleet burst out of its confinement and onto the newly prepared railway embankment, flooding it up to a depth of 4m. It took weeks to clear and repair the damage. Once again the river had wreaked its revenge.


[image: An illustration of a clay jug and a labelled bottle marked Streatham Spa.]


Two ceramic spa water flasks.





How had it come to this? In medieval London, rivers were often seen not only as a source of water for drinking, cleaning and powering mills, but also as a disposal facility. Tanners, slaughterhouses and brewers would all throw discarded offcuts, gore and dregs into the streams. Along with human waste and dead animals these rivers had become rancid, open sewers. In 1357, during the reign of Edward III, legislation was passed in an attempt to keep the waterways clean and unclogged. It had a limited effect.


[image: An illustration of a hollowed-out log with one end showing the inner rings and bark.]


Hollowed-out elm boughs used as water pipes.






A land of wells

By the seventeenth century, the quality of drinking water taken from the rivers had declined so far in London that many now sought water supplies from further afield. Companies such as the Hampstead Water Company began to pipe water from the Fleet on Hampstead Heath into the City of London in hollowed-out elm boughs. The New River Company built a canal to bring spring water into Islington from Hertfordshire.

Alternatively, some people were travelling out to the sources of the Thames tributaries to ‘take the waters’ at the newly ‘discovered’ spas and wells. They were drawn by the advertised medicinal and healing qualities of the waters. By the mid-eighteenth century it had become very fashionable to drink the waters and be seen at the new spas.

In Hampstead, north London, the spas were supplying not only the mineral waters but also entertainment, food and dancing. Similar establishments were being founded all around London: in places like Streatham, Acton, Sydenham and Kilburn. For those not wishing to travel so far out of London, at least eight spas and wells could be found around the King’s Cross area.



The Great Stink

By 1801, the population of London stood at just over one million. Sixty years later this figure had trebled. The process of industrialisation, which had begun in the eighteenth century, was drawing ever more workers and their families into the capital, placing an even greater demand on water supplies and sewage removal.


[image: An illustration of a metal manhole cover with circular patterns set in paving.]


A manhole cover over the River Falcon in Streatham.





The rivers became ever more putrid, toxic and disease-ridden. The only solution was to bury them. Incrementally, most central London tributaries of the Thames were covered over, buried and largely forgotten about. Eventually, this process of culverting would reach as far as the source. By the mid-nineteenth century, many of London’s villages that had originally established themselves on a stream or a well had merged and, with the assistance of the railways, began forming into suburbs.


[image: An illustration of a carved stone milestone engraved with letters and dates.]


The former parish boundary marker that once stood on a bridge over the Earl’s Sluice in Deptford





Despite the massive growth of London’s population, the system of sewage disposal had not kept pace. Most of Londoners’ human ordure was disposed of into cesspits, which were then cleared by sewage removal people, known as ‘nightmen’ (for they usually worked under the cover of darkness, carrying the dung away in horse-drawn carts). This was a system that had been in place for hundreds of years but was wholly unsuitable for an ever-burgeoning metropolis.

In 1849, 49,000 Londoners died in a cholera outbreak and, following the discovery by Dr John Snow that the disease was not airborne, as had been popularly thought, but was carried by contaminated water, the Metropolitan Board of Works was established by an Act of Parliament in 1856. Its prime objective was to create a network of interconnected sewer pipes for the capital. Joseph Bazalgette, appointed chief engineer, was tasked with bringing this mammoth project into existence. Streets were excavated and houses demolished, all to build a new sewage grid. London’s now-subterranean rivers were press-ganged into this network.



Gone but not forgotten

Rivers have often acted as natural boundaries between countries, counties and boroughs. In parts of London this is still the case. Though the rivers can no longer be seen, they still act as borders.

The Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea has several of its borders defined by culverted rivers. Its eastern border with Westminster is defined, in part, by the River Westbourne and its western border, with the London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham, is almost entirely denoted by Counter’s Creek. In Kensal Green Cemetery, the cast-iron boundary markers are still visible between the gravestones. The counties of Surrey and Kent used to have their border defined, close to the Thames, by the Earl’s Sluice, until they were redrawn in 1899.


[image: An illustration of a tunnel with a water stream running through it, surrounded by mosaic tiles.]


Inside the Ranelagh Sewer, Chelsea.





Often London street names commemorate and mark hidden rivers. Just the reference to a ‘brook’ or a ‘bourne’ is usually a good indicator of a subterranean river nearby: for example, Upbrook Mews, Westbourne Terrace, Ashbourne Road or Pont Street. Counter’s Creek, not blessed with streets named after the watercourse, does have the oblique Clearwater Terrace.

On Hampstead Heath, the 300-year-old man-made ponds, filled by the River Fleet, now present a potential risk of overflowing and flooding the areas immediately to the south. Remedial work has been undertaken to reduce this threat by raising the heights of the dams.

In July 2007, following a heavy rainstorm and despite the efforts of the local pumping station, Falcon Brook erupted out of its subterranean pipe and flooded an area of Battersea, damaging homes and businesses. The hidden rivers of London, though buried, still like to remind us that they exist.


[image: An illustration of an ornate bridge with statues and decorative elements, featuring a car, truck, and pedestrians underneath.]


The Holborn Viaduct over Farringdon Street with the subterranean River Fleet flowing below.
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