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The Temple of Mithras

A few metres west of Bank station in the City lies one of the most ancient and sacred sites in London. The junction of Threadneedle Street and Poultry marks the course of the Walbrook – a small river that flowed from the north-east into the Thames. In Roman times, this was regarded as a holy place, where sacrifices were made to the gods. In those days, it meandered about 7 metres below existing ground level; by the sixteenth century it ran in subterranean culverts, and by the mid nineteenth century its water was appropriated to help flush out London’s new sewer system – and the Walbrook was all but lost.

But the traces of the Walbrook that remain tell us much about the ancient history of London. Its route marked a key division in the Roman City. The land to the west of the river was, in the early years, generally informally built upon, with large areas left open to serve as gardens and paddocks; to the east was a grid of streets, more densely built upon, and the location of major public or institutional buildings such as the forum and the governor’s palace.

This was Londinium, founded in the late 40s AD. In 55 and 54 BC Julius Caesar had invaded Britain, the second time with five legions, and, marching north from Kent, crossed the Thames, subdued British tribes, established client kings subservient to Rome, established a system of tributes to be paid to Rome and then withdrew. But in AD 43 Rome mounted a full-scale invasion as a prelude to occupation, ostensibly to quell growing turmoil in Britain that threatened the payment of tribute, though also no doubt to secure undisturbed access to valuable resources such as tin.

Emperor Claudius sent four legions across the Channel, one of which – II Augusta – was commanded by the future emperor Vespasian. By the mid first century, much of what is now southern England had been conquered. And, over the course of the next century, Londinium was to become the largest city in the Roman colony of Britannia – becoming the capital of the province soon after AD 61, following the suppression of Boudicca’s uprising.

In the years that followed, the Walbrook would become a river of great importance. The City of London’s wall was completed between AD 190 and 225, and, as the built area of London expanded within it during the second, third and fourth centuries, the marshy banks of the shallow and meandering Walbrook were reclaimed and wharves and manufactories built along its western side. This small river, then, came to serve as a key location on the sea and river trade route linking Britain with continental Europe.

Today, the clearest signs of the old course of the Walbrook are around a huge late-modern building which houses the financial services empire Bloomberg. It is memorialised in direct and conventional manner, in a piece of public art that embellishes the building’s Queen Victoria Street frontage. As a work of public art it is better than most, being very site specific and extremely evocative. Entitled Forgotten Streams and created by the Spanish artist Cristina Iglesias, the work shows – in several sections – large and very lifelike portions of river bed and marshy bank, packed with entwined roots and through which tumble small courses of water, as in a cascade. Bank and bed are made of bronze with the roots and plant tendrils being most delicately wrought.
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The Walbrook in bronze: Cristina Iglesias’s Forgotten Streams marks the course of the lost river.

The most exciting legacy of the Walbrook, however, lies underground. For in Roman times the river banks hosted not only quays and factories, but also a temple to the god Mithras. Built on of the reclaimed east bank of the Walbrook in the mid third century AD, the site was probably chosen because this small river was marshy – and so was perceived as equivalent to the River Styx, the mythological river that marked the boundary between the Earth and the Underworld and joined other rivers, such as the Acheron, at a great marsh at the centre of the Underworld. Extraordinarily, this temple can still be seen today, in a dedicated museum underneath the Bloomberg building. The Mithraeum has been reconstructed almost on the original site and – as far as possible – to its original orientation, having been disassembled and relocated after its discovery in the 1950s. It is a triumph, returning to London an incredibly important and thought-provoking building from the Roman world, with an appropriate sense of respect, scholarship, awe and healthy theatricality.

Any visit to the Mithraeum – by booking only, but free – offers a tantalising glimpse of the idiosyncrasies of the Roman faith. For Mithras is a Persian god, whose veneration became popular in the Roman empire during the AD first century and with a life history and attributes strikingly similar to Christ. Some of this history is speculative, due to lack of firm knowledge from the ancient world about Mithras – it was, after all, a secretive ‘mystery’ cult open only to initiates. But it seems that both Mithras and Christ were born on 25 December, both offered their followers salvation (paid for by a sacrifice of holy blood), and in both religions the cross was sacred. Mithras, too, appears to have undergone some form of epiphany or rebirth in a cave, comparable to Christ’s resurrection in his tomb after crucifixion. Did early Christians borrow from the mystery cult of Mithras? Perhaps, but it’s more likely that the initiates of Mithras borrowed from early Christian rituals.

Such a mingling of traditions was possible because Roman religion was generally tolerant and inclusive: foreign gods were easily accommodated and often renamed to make them more Roman. Baal, the great creator God of the Middle East, was simply adopted by the Romans and his images and temples renamed in honour of Jupiter. This tradition of relaxed inclusiveness meant that the Romans were initially baffled – and then infuriated – when confronted by the monotheistic Jews and Christians who would not tolerate the existence of any gods but their own. Naturally the tolerant pagans become increasingly put out by the stridently intolerant monotheists, and thus Christianity was criminalised and its followers came to be regarded as members of a riotous, antisocial and anarchic cult – and were punished in the manner of all such criminals. Christians called the punishment persecution; the Romans no doubt saw it merely as justice.

The modern-day atmosphere of the Mithraeum, now dark and deep underground, is an apt recreation of the original temple. Mithras was worshipped in dark and secure places – no doubt to commemorate his epiphany within a cave – and with much ritual. The initiates had to undergo various secret ceremonies, some more or less frightening. There were likely seven grades of initiates, who acknowledged one another by means of secret handshakes. This was probably a male-only affair – no evidence of female initiates has been found – and through its mystery and initiations, the cult must have forged bonds and a sense of brotherhood, especially between legionaries serving on the hostile edges of the known world, such as Roman Londinium.
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The relief of Mithras slaying the astral bull, now in the Museum of London.
What we know about the cult of Mithras has largely been gleaned from a few surviving artefacts and inscriptions found at different sites. At the heart of this Mithraeum – as was presumably typical – would once have been a relief, now preserved nearby in the Museum of London, but partially evoked on glass inside the current temple. It shows Mithras slaying the astral bull, an act of sacrifice that maintained the cosmic order and controlled the fates of man. On the relief Mithras – the central figure wearing a Phrygian bonnet – is surrounded by a ring emblazoned with the signs of the zodiac. So Mithras was perceived as being at the centre of the cosmic wheel of the zodiac, which turned remorselessly through the year. Devotees believed that it was through the power and influence of the stars and planets that the gods ordered the lives of man.

The basilica plan – of a central nave with two narrow flanking aisles – was a common one in Roman public buildings, but its precise orientation (nearly but not quite recreated in the current museum) is revealing. An inscription dateable to AD 307–10 describes Mithras as the ‘invincible Sun from the east to the west’ – suggesting that the east–west axis of the Mithraeum was crucial (as with Christian churches), honouring the cycle from sunrise (birth), to sunset (death) and then the following sunrise (rebirth). Even more interestingly, though, the main door to the east has been manipulated slightly to the north, presumably to face sunrise, so that the cavern-like interior of the temple would be illuminated at dawn on certain days – likely when Taurus was in ascendency, so from late April to late May by our modern calendar.

The Mithraeum’s tale has, since the fourth century, been rather chequered. Soon after partial reconstruction of the building around the time of the 307–10 inscription, it seems to have been rededicated to Bacchus, god of wine, fertility and theatre. We have no idea why. At this point, though, the heads of Mithras and some other items were carefully preserved by being buried below the temple’s floor. This suggests an orderly and respectful change. But the next change was not so respectful. In the late fourth or very early fifth century the Mithraeum appears to have been abandoned – probably due to Christian intolerance – and then to have fallen into ruin, with the rest of Londinium, after the Romans left Britain in around AD 410.

It was only in the late 1880s that the first signs of the temple were rediscovered. The buried relief of Mithras with the bull was stumbled upon during building works. The temple proper was found by chance in 1954 when the bomb-damaged site was being cleared for a new office block. At about 7 metres below ground, the level of Roman London was reached and the builders discovered the ground floor and first metre or so of an ancient structure – prompting much publicity and excitement. But this did not save the temple. It was documented, dismantled and eventually the majority (but not all) of the stones put back together on a desolate and litter-blown raised terrace in front of the newly completed office block, about 100 metres away from its original site.

The present exhibition, which opened in 2017, is thankfully a more faithful and atmospheric reconstruction of the Mithraeum. First you enter a vestibule where recently discovered artefacts are displayed and explained, and then you descend via a flight of stairs or lift to a subterranean room, which includes explanations of Mithraic religion and architecture. Then, when the time is right, the group descends a few more steps to enter the dark chamber – around 9 metres below ground level, where the carefully reconstructed ruin resides. It’s a dramatic presentation, with the atmosphere of sacred and shadowy gloom manipulated by subtle variations of light and by the sound of initiates, just invisible to the eye, chatting and chanting in Latin. Towards the end the light brightens so that you can inspect the ruins in greater detail. The imagination can easily run riot in this splendid addition to the City of London.
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WALK 1

Hampstead Heath

London’s ancient birthright

Hampstead Heath is a place that possesses a strange, at times almost unworldly, presence. At dusk or at dawn, it can feel like an ancient land, a wilderness remote from the vast city that bustles in the shadowy depths below. And sometimes, when walking through its groves and gullies, it is possible to experience a sense of isolation and calm that is amazing given the tens of thousands of people so close at hand.

At these romantic moments, it is easy to believe that this is where London started. This high land – standing well above the overgrown and boggy terrain nearer the Thames – was surely once sacred. Where else but in these ancient woods and mystic glades could the first Londoners have chosen to settle and build their temples? This is possible; there is much that is possible about Hampstead Heath. But, as with so many elemental and complex landscapes, nothing with the heath is quite what it seems.

There are indeed a few signs of ancient habitation. In 1976, an amateur archaeologist stumbled upon some worked flints on West Heath, sparking an excavation that found evidence of a Mesolithic settlement dating to around 7000 BC.1 And the mythology of the heath often plays up its ancient heritage too: take the so-called ‘tumulus’, which some have claimed was the burial place of Queen Boudicca, who died around AD 61. (No hide nor hair of the unfortunate queen has ever been found here, and it now seems more likely that it was once the base of a seventeenth-century windmill.) For the most part, however, the heath has never been substantially built upon, and no evidence uncovered of any prehistoric works of any great significance. If Londoners did first settle here millennia ago, they did so in a most gentle manner.
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Looking out over the City from the heath.
The story of Hampstead Heath becomes more certain during the medieval period. A charter of around 974 records how King Edgar granted five hides of land around Hampstead to Mangoda, ‘his faithful minister’.2 The one unarguably ancient man-made feature of the land-scape was built by King Ethelred in 986: the ‘Saxon Ditch’, a boundary running from north-west to south-east. By the time of the Domesday Book of 1086, compiled after the Norman invasion, the land was held by Westminster Abbey as part of the manor of Hampstead. It was first identified as a ‘certain heath’ in 1312, and was known as Hampstead Heath by 1543.3 The manor, meanwhile, passed into private hands in the twelfth century and it, and most of the constituent parts that now form the heath, remained in varied and changing ownerships into the twentieth century.

Throughout this period, much of the heath was already unfenced common land used for grazing, and so must have played a significant role in the lives of the more humble rural residents of the area. Such land was the birthright of the peasantry of England. In feudal times, most people worked on specific plots of land under the control of a lord, to whom they would pay dues. The common land, however, could be used by anyone in the manor – to pasture cattle, to fish, to search for firewood. Throughout the medieval period and beyond, conflicting interpretations of who owned the common land cropped up again and again. Often lords would spark riots by attempting to enclose the land and preventing peasants using it: in 1549, for example, one Lichfield man began a riot by ringing the village bell and proclaiming that ‘every man that had any cattle within the town should bring them forth and claim their common’.4 The great social historian E. P. Thompson once invoked an old Russian saying to summarise the relationship of the English peasantry to their landlords and the commons: ‘We are yours, but the land is ours.’5

When walking upon the wildest and most natural parts of the heath, it is easy to conjure this past life as medieval common land. But this is only part of the story. For, like all of the great and ancient sections of London, the heath was born in the distant past, but remade and reformed much more recently. In fact, what we now know as Hampstead Heath has existed in its current form for less than a hundred years, and much of the original heathland no longer survives as open space. A cursory glance at a map of Hampstead reveals the different natures of the heath’s component parts and suggests their origins.
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The heath was a constant source of inspiration for John Constable. This 1828 painting depicts the view north from the Branch Hill Pond, which once lay to the west of the Vale of Health.
As well as the heath proper, now rich in undergrowth, there are woods, rolling fields and pasture, cultivated parkland and picturesquely landscaped gardens. Broadly speaking, the western portion of modern Hampstead Heath is formed largely from old heathland with, from west to east, West Heath and Sandy Heath, both west of Spaniards Road and divided from each other by North End Way. To the east of Spaniards Road is East Heath, with the low-lying Vale of Health to its south. These heaths are now all quite densely covered with tall scrub and well-wooded, but to their east is the more open Pryor’s Field, Hampstead Ponds and then the undulating Parliament Hill Fields. The northern portion of the heath is defined by the spectacular late-eighteenth-century Kenwood House and its art collection – long open to the public – together with its garden and grounds. Protuberant additions to the main body of the heath are Hampstead Heath Extension to the north-west and Golders Hill Park to the west, both respectively retaining their character of fields and parkland, with in Golders Hill Park the huge and spectacular Edwardian colonnaded pergola, complete with its temples and bridge.

Even the natural-seeming heathland has in fact been vastly manipulated by man, and in very modern times. The thick and romantically luxuriant undergrowth, which now gives character and a sense of mystery to much of West Heath and East Heath, is a relatively recent development. A glance at the 1894 Ordnance Survey map reveals that, a hundred or so years ago, the heath was generally open land, divided by rows of trees marking ancient field boundaries, with the only long-established woodland being to the north, at Kenwood. And perhaps even more surprising is the fact that much of the wild-seeming land on East Heath is the result of industrialisation, the gently undulating landscape a product of the time the heathland was levelled and turned into brick fields.

It was in this moment that a conflict began which has defined the heath ever since: between those who view it as an ancient inheritance to be preserved for all Londoners, and those who see it as a place ripe for commercial exploitation. The brickworks were the doing of the truly frightful Sir Thomas Maryon Wilson, who inherited 144 hectares in Hampstead – including much of the southern portion of the heath – in 1821, from his father. Sir Thomas senior had wanted the heathland preserved and in his will specified that it must not be built upon. His son, Sir Thomas junior, spent the next forty years or so trying, by any means possible, to get the terms of the will altered to allow building on the heath. When he repeatedly failed – thanks to much and mounting opposition – he undertook vindictive and arguably illegal actions to vent his spite and mortify his opponents.
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Hampstead contains woodland and heathland, parkland and fields.
The struggle for the heath came to its first head in the 1850s, when Maryon Wilson’s lobbying for development reached a fever pitch. New opponents appeared, notably Gurney Hoare, an eminent banker, and the Vestry – the relevant local authority at the time – which argued that it was in the interests of the parish and the city that the government purchase and preserve the heath ‘with such portions of the adjoining ground as are essential to its beauty’.6 But they had little success until 1860, when Hampstead Heath station opened. The railway changed the fortunes of the preservationists: while it clearly made the land even riper for housing development, it also made the heath more attractive as a place of resort for Londoners – particularly for East Enders, who could reach Hampstead with ease after 1865, when stations opened at Broad Street and Dalston Junction. These people were very hard-pressed for fresh air in their narrow and crowded streets, so the availability and preservation of the heath for their recreation, health and tranquillity became a major issue, and one of political consequence and sensitivity. To entertain these visitors, a large fair near the Vale of Health became a regular feature – partly to compensate for the recent closure of those ancient and once vast gatherings held in Smithfield and Greenwich – which must have done much to remind Londoners of their ancient right to wander the heath. Maryon Wilson soon realised that his prospects for turning this new East Enders’ playground into streets of smart and exclusive villas were dwindling. The forces of urban history were against him.

The struggle to save Hampstead’s open spaces – its heathland, its woods and its fields – became one of the country’s first great conservation battles. The leading campaigners – by now Gurney Hoare and the barrister and MP George Shaw-Lefevre – were able, articulate and well connected to centres of power and influence. Proposals to build no fewer than three railway routes across the heath were successfully opposed, but skirmishing continued until pressure from these campaigners led to the Metropolitan Commons Act of 1866 that gave the Metropolitan Board of Works – the pre-eminent institution for building public infrastructure – new powers to protect the heath. In 1869 Maryon Wilson died, and when it looked like his brother and heir, Sir John, might continue the battle, the MBW finally took definitive action. By means of the Hampstead Heath Act of 1871 the body bought nearly all that survived of the common land of the heath: East Heath, North-West or Sandy Heath, and West Heath – 90 hectares in all. The future of much of Hampstead Heath as an open public space was finally secured.

The full scale of this achievement is only visible when one looks to the land surrounding the heath today. The long, hard-fought and ultimately successful battle to save it set a precedent for the preservation of ancient landscapes across London. To the north of the heath are a remarkable collection of open spaces now hedged around by mostly late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century buildings. To the north-west there are two areas of ancient woodland that were spared during the construction of Hampstead Garden Suburb after 1906 (see p. 409) – the largest called Big Wood and the smaller called Little Wood, which together cover about 10 hectares. More dramatic still is Highgate Wood, which consists of 28 hectares of ancient woodland that was once part of extensive hunting ground and park belonging to the Bishop of London. It contains superb hornbeams, some up to 500 years old, which are ‘layered’ – meaning their branches were once platted – suggesting they were used to reinforce a now lost system of hedges. Highgate Wood was saved from house builders during a tense battle, and has been owned since 1886 by the City of London, which now also manages and maintains Hampstead Heath. And that’s not all – immediately to the east of Highgate Wood are the 21 hectares of Queen’s Wood, a fragmentary surviving part of the great Forest of Middlesex, and further to the north are the ancient Coldfall Wood and Cherry Tree Wood.

The area’s veteran trees live on not only in these public woodlands. The privately owned Turner’s Wood, on the west side of Hampstead Heath Extension, is one of the most extraordinary pieces of old woodland to survive in London. It covers just 2.4 hectares and is a fragment of Bishop’s Wood that was, like Highgate Wood, once part of the Bishop of London’s hunting grounds. But it still contains beautiful oak, hornbeam and wild service trees and is divided by streams that are tributaries of the Decoy Brook, itself a tributary of the River Brent. The wood is now managed as a nature reserve and so is rich, in season, in wild flowers – with a beautiful carpet of bluebells in the spring – and in birdlife, including woodpeckers, tawny owls and kestrels. Traces of ancient forest also survive in the gardens of the palatial houses on each side of the long and winding Bishop’s Avenue – also once part of the Bishop of London’s hunting grounds. Since many of the adjoining gardens are nearly a hectare in size, they form a greatly disturbed but ancient woodland that is now in multiple private ownership and which the public has no hope of experiencing.7
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Undisturbed woodland on the heath.

Between them, these forests mean that north London contains, with Hampstead Heath included, around 400 hectares of ancient woodland, heathland, parkland and fields – much of it primary and virgin forest that has never been significantly altered by the hand of man. This is an astonishing treasure for a vast and old city like London to possess so close to its heart. And it is a heritage that most Londoners are keen to take advantage of: the 320 hectares of Hampstead Heath are now used by about 7 million people a year. This seemingly wild place has a remarkable openness and air of liberty that has created among the heath’s regular users a bond of loyalty to the place, a proud sense of ownership, and a deep feeling of respect. For those who walk the heath, through the changing seasons, it’s almost as if its glades and grottoes are one’s own property to enjoy whenever the fancy strikes. In these moments, it is possible to imagine a line that connects the bustle of modern London with that of the medieval peasants who would once have claimed these slopes as their birthright.

THE WALK

The diversity of the walks offered by Hampstead Heath is as varied as its nature. They can be close and mysterious or open and bracing, offering spectacular views south and east to the city of towers. You can walk through sunlit glades, across meadows, through ordered plantations or plunge into the wildwood of the imagination, stumbling upon shattered and fallen trees and expecting any moment a fleeting glimpse of Pan or his dryads. This walk offers one of the more introverted options, but to my mind one of the most characterful. It takes the rambler through the heart of the old heath and across the nineteenth-century battleground where Maryon Wilson arrayed his infamous brickworks.
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A sudden and startling transition from town to country: entering the heath from Well Walk.

Start by walking south along Hampstead High Street, before turning north on to Flask Walk. This soon becomes Well Walk, which takes us from the centre of Hampstead village towards the heath. As you come to East Heath Road, now fringed by late-nineteenth-century houses and mansion blocks, you pass in a sudden and most informal manner from town to country – from the streets of Hampstead on to heathland. You are now on land that has been part of the heath since time immemorial, although its current layout is rather more recent. In front of you is the Lime Avenue, a handsome if somewhat surprisingly formal ornament for this part of the Heath. The limes are tall, and the avenue – also known as the boundary path – curves slightly to make the vista more pleasingly picturesque. After around 250 metres, looking east, there is a fine prospect of Pryor’s Field, delightful from spring to autumn when the views of this open glade are framed by lush foliage. But generally, the path is now bounded by tall scrub and other trees as well as by the limes. This is all relatively new. The 1894 Ordnance Survey map shows this area of East Heath as very open, with no hint of the avenue. The now-mature limes were not planted until 1905.

Continue north-east along the Lime Avenue for another few hundred metres (taking a compass on this walk would be a very good idea), until you reach the site of the ‘Saxon Ditch’, its location marked by an ancient, and seemingly now dead, beech tree of impressive appearance. The ditch could be part of an ancient drainage system or have marked the extent of King Ethelred’s estate.

To your south-east lie the open fields of Parliament Hill, on most days bathed in light and offering spectacular views over the city. This is the site that modern Druids call Llandin, meaning a ‘high-place of worship’. For them the visual line from here to the hill on which sits the Tower of London is the Midsummer’s Day azimuth – the line on which the sun rises and reaches the pinnacle of its power, during the summer solstice. This has probably been the place from which Londoners have, for thousands of years, observed the cycle of the sun: its rise, decline and rebirth at the winter solstice. On this walk we don’t go to this ancient, sacred ground but, instead, turn to the left – by a large fallen tree – roughly north-west along a well-beaten but ‘unmade’ footpath. There are two paths here, almost parallel but not quite. Take that to the left, the most westerly, past another fallen tree.

We now enter the enchanted heart of the old heath. This is a place that has for centuries enthralled foragers and nature lovers. The botanist John Gerard, who in the late-sixteenth century set out to record the plants of England, lamented in his magisterial Herball (1597) that the people of London no longer appreciated the goldenrod flower – which ‘is extolled above all other herbes for the stopping of bloud in bleeding wounds’ – since they had discovered it in Hampstead Wood. These days ‘no man will give halfe a crowne for an hundred weight of it,’ he wrote, ‘which plainly setteth forth our inconstancie and sudden mutability, esteeming no longer of any thing, how pretious soever it be, than whilest it is strange and rare.’8 An early introduction to the laws of supply and demand.

The 1894 Ordnance Survey shows that the tall, old trees around here – mostly oaks but also beech, sweet chestnut, hornbeams and wild service trees that are from 150 to over 300 years in age – roughly follow ancient field boundaries. But now, with the thick shrub and saplings, these veteran trees appear to have arranged themselves into strange groups. Some seem to have gathered themselves to define sacred groves, others to mark Druidic circular enclosures that are veritable woodhenges. It’s as if all is a mirage, with these venerable trees little more than figments of one’s imagination, their appearance changing with the light – sometimes dappled in shade and dark, other times catching shafts of penetrating sun – so that on no two walks do they ever look quite the same.

Some trees, on the other hand, are so distinct that they form landmarks and become waysigns. I remember a large dead and fallen tree to the south of this path, marking the edge of a grove. Then, to the north-east, a beautiful oak, standing firm with spreading branches, and a fallen tree nearby. Turn east and you get to a broader path. After this the path divides, by an oak. Take the route to your left, which starts to curve gradually to the south-west, and then to the west. Walk slowly, enjoying the light, the shadows, the texture of the trees. Every season transforms the scene. In autumn, the ground is thickly carpeted with leaves in mottled tones of ochre; in winter, the trees are stark, skeletal and sculptural; in spring and summer, the leaf canopy is intense and the light enters through the shadow in dramatic shafts to create a chiaroscuro world.

To the north are the railings of Kenwood House park, then a grove in which pride of place is given to a vast and fallen oak tree, with its roots bent double and still partly bedded below the earth. Despite this tree’s obvious predicament, it is yet alive, and each spring for as long as I can remember its old and stricken branches have given off young shoots.

[image: ]
The path now divides again. The route to the right heads roughly north-west, near the course of the ‘Saxon Ditch’, passes through a pleasant glade, then crosses the drive to a villa called The Elms and joins Spaniards Road, with Sandy Heath beyond. But we take the left-hand path. Here one can imagine how the heath must have felt in the early nineteenth century, and begin to understand why Londoners were so desperate to save it from developers.

[image: The silhouette oak.]
The silhouette oak.

As you walk south-west, the ground falls and then rises rapidly and a striking prospect appears. At the top of the path, set against the skyline, is a large oak with its spreading branches – seen to best effect in winter when denuded of leaves – forming a fantastic silhouette. It is quite a sight, viewed in the evening against the orange glow of a setting sun with walkers – black, stick-like figures against the illuminated sky – winding their way homeward over the rise and beneath the branches. It’s like a suddenly animated image from a particularly fine piece of oriental porcelain.

Take a small detour, to the south-east of the silhouette oak, and you will soon arrive at a conical brick watch-house or ice-house built in the 1820s for Maryon Wilson. Beyond it is the Vale of Health and its pond, created in 1777 by a water company to drain the swampy terrain that was afterwards built upon to create a tiny hamlet secreted within the heath. Despite these works, this can still be something of a dank place on winter evenings. Take the path to the east, which leads to an ‘unmade’ path opposite a bench dedicated to the memory of Suzanne Sayer-Potts. This path, heading roughly south, comes to a splendid beech tree, one of my favourites on the heath. It is old, large and hollow – and still alive. And not just hollow. The tree’s echoing and empty core – in which children have loved to hide for generations, to judge by its burnished surfaces – has two orifices. One of these is little more than a shapeless slash, but the other is roughly in the form of a slightly wobbly vesica piscis – that pointed oval shape beloved by the medieval Christian mind because its elemental fish-like outline seemed to echo one of the earliest images of Christ, who told his first disciples to be ‘fishers of men’.

But the route of this walk is to the west of the silhouette oak. Here there is a fine wide field framed by clusters of tall trees, which possibly retain some of the pines or firs that John Constable (a Hampstead resident whose house survives at 40 Well Walk) drew in 1820. It would, too, have impressed William Blake, an obsessive wanderer over the heath, often on the way to visit his friend and patron John Linnell, whose weatherboarded cottage still stands to the north-west. The heath was for Blake a hallowed ground, where he could escape the noise and crowds of the city and dream his dreams. This is also the sort of glade, with its curtain of towering and beautiful trees murmuring in the summer evening breeze, that inspired John Keats: he lived nearby from 1817 until his fateful journey to Rome in 1820, writing of ‘watching the sailing cloudlet’s bright career’, and mourning ‘that day so soon has glided by,/E’en like the passage of an angel’s tear.’9

Beyond this grove is Jack Straw’s Castle, a former pub on the spot where Jack Straw, leader of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, is said to have taken refuge after his uprising failed. The shift in atmosphere – albeit without the present roaring traffic – has likely existed for centuries. We have left the enchanted realm of the heath for the real world, in all its brutality. Next to the site of Jack Straw’s Castle was set the gibbet, on the corner of North End Way, on which the rotting bodies of executed highway robbers were hung in chains as a warning to all tempted to chance their luck. At this frontier – Arcadian fields to the east, urban sprawl to the west – the Romantics’ love for Hampstead Heath becomes all too understandable.

[image: ]
But there is another side to this portion of the heath. For this was not only the ancient countryside that inspired Constable and Keats. It was this area that Thomas Maryon Wilson proposed to destroy when in the 1820s he launched a brutish and selfish campaign to build upon the Heath, and in the process destroy beauty and public amenity for private profit. The campaign was to be long, and close-run.

We have already caught a glimpse of Maryon Wilson’s vision for the heath, in the form of the watch-house or ice-house, to the south-east of the silhouette oak. He also wanted to develop the area to the east of the lodge as a managed and exclusive estate, East Heath Park, comprising twenty-eight detached villas, each set in 2 acres of land and screened from its neighbours by clumps of trees. The proposal, much fought over, was on the cards for decades. And so this part of the heath is littered with Maryon Wilson’s constructions: a road through his estate from the Vale of Health to Hampstead Pond, a wall near the Vale of Health to mark the park boundary, and – most surprising of all – a large, brick-built viaduct to carry the new road that, he hoped, would open the way to building and to great riches. The viaduct, a work of major and expensive civil engineering, was built between 1844 and 1847 and now carries no more than a path through the heath across the Viaduct Pond. The structure remains somewhat incongruous, but its harsh red brickwork has mellowed with age and it now appears a charming ornament, of almost Roman grandeur, in a picturesque parkland. It is extraordinary how time and changing circumstances can tame and transform the works of even the most ruthless of men.

At the time, however, all was most controversial. George Cruikshank’s famous 1829 print, London Going Out of Town or The March of Bricks and Mortar, was in part a response to Maryon Wilson’s greedy and selfish ambitions for the heath. It shows phalanxes of terraced houses, marching and animated chimney pots all going forth from the smoky city to attack the pristine high ground to the north of London. Farmland creatures and features – cattle, sheep and haystacks – are shown retreating in dismay and confusion. Meanwhile a group of trees on a distant skyline – just beyond a board marked ‘Hampstead’ and so presumably Parliament Hill – declare, ‘Our fences, I fear, will be found to be no defence against these Barbarians, who threaten to enclose and destroy us in all “manor” of ways.’

Not all of Maryon Wilson’s East Heath Park development was to take place on land that by tradition was part of the heath. It was also to include part of the already developed Vale of Health. But opposition focused on the loss of the ancient heathland. It was an effective tactic: despite lobbying and debate in the House of Commons and the House of Lords, where cronies offered support, Maryon Wilson repeatedly failed to get his father’s will changed to allow him to develop the area. One consequence of Maryon Wilson’s constant pressure was an ambitious but slightly cock-eyed government plan of 1853 to acquire part of the heath and the adjoining lands. This would have had the advantage of terminating Maryon Wilson’s constant agitation and proposed bills to overturn his father’s will, but could only be justified financially if the government itself turned developer. To explore possibilities a plan was drawn up by the eminent architect C. R. Cockerell. The resultant piece of city, called Hampstead New Park, was conceived in the spirit of John Nash’s Regent’s Park plan of forty years earlier and envisaged surrounding the heathland with new development rather than building through or over it.

[image: George Cruikshank’s London Going Out of Town or The March of Bricks and Mortar.]
George Cruikshank’s London Going Out of Town or The March of Bricks and Mortar.
All, however, came to nothing until the creation in 1855 of the Metropolitan Board of Works. It was urged to take on responsibility for the preservation of the heath and, over the course of the next fifteen years, the MBW would become the key body in its oversight. It was a long process. In 1857, a bill to bring the heath under MBW control was promoted but had no more luck than Maryon Wilson’s efforts. The Metropolitan Commons Act of 1866, though, gave the MBW powers to protect the heath and three years later, in 1869, Maryon Wilson died. The growing public acknowledgement of the importance of the heath prompted the government in 1871 to pass control of what is now the core of Hampstead Heath to the MBW.

[image: Profiteering on the heath: Maryon Wilson’s viaduct of 1844–7.]
Profiteering on the heath: Maryon Wilson’s viaduct of 1844–7.

Although the south-east portion of the heath did not become a housing estate or a long-term industrial site as Maryon Wilson would have liked, there are hints of the horrors that might have been – the brick viaduct, of course, and also the undulations in the land where brick earth was dug. But, miraculously, these now soft undulations only add to the impression that this is an undisturbed and ancient patch of countryside.
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By the beginning of the twentieth century, Hampstead Heath had come full circle: from its medieval origins as common land to commercial development opportunity, and back again. It’s a story neatly encapsulated by the final portion of the walk, which takes us north to Spaniards Inn.

In the late nineteenth century East Heath became the site of a great annual Whitsun fair, which could stretch as far as Spaniards Road, to which we now walk. The crowd problem was exacerbated by the Bank Holidays Act of 1871, which created four bank holidays in England, Wales and Ireland: during the 1870s there were often as many as 50,000 people rollicking over the heath during their new spring and summer days off. In 1872, the year after this portion of the heath had finally been secured for public use, the fair was of particularly vast proportion. At many of these events, fires in the furze were a problem, as were noise, drunkenness and occasional violence. By the 1880s crowds could reach 100,000, when they spilled on to Parliament Hill Fields, and such numbers made accidents inevitable: in 1892, nine people died in a stampede to escape a sudden outburst of rain.

By this time, however, the government had realised quite how popular the heath was – and was going to even greater lengths to secure its future. Over the next few years, the heath would be expanded again and again, usually in response to threats from developers. Parliament Hill was acquired in 1888, Golders Hill Park in 1898 and Kenwood House and its grounds in 1928. In this period ‘Appy Ampstead’ became a familiar slogan in the East End, and by 1900 the heath was the most popular open space in London.10

[image: A postcard from the late-nineteenth century shows the view across the Vale of Health, complete with fairground.]
A postcard from the late-nineteenth century shows the view across the Vale of Health, complete with fairground.

The effects of this expansion become clear when you continue west. The path across the grove from the silhouette oak comes out on Spaniards Road; cross over and walk a little to the north, and on your west is Sandy Heath, one of the most popular of Hampstead’s leisure grounds until the early twentieth century. Take the path north-west on to Sandy Heath and then the one to the north-west, and soon you will come to the proof: the Old Bull and Bush, at the end of North End Way, became the subject of a popular music-hall song, ‘Down at the Old Bull and Bush’:


There’s a little nook down near old Hampstead town:

You know the place, it has won great renown.

Often with my sweetheart on a bright summer’s day

To the little pub there my footsteps will stray …

Come, come, come and make eyes at me

Down at the Old Bull and Bush.

Come, come, have some port wine with me

Down at the Old Bull and Bush.



The Old Bull and Bush is still open. The great joy of the heath, though, is that such modern reinvention has done little to harm the deeply historic atmosphere of its woods and fields. To give one example: just to the south of the Old Bull and Bush stands Pitt’s Garden – so called because William Pitt the Younger retreated to a nearby house in the midst of one of his periodic bouts of debilitating anxiety. Architecturally it is now most memorable for its late-eighteenth-century arched gate, designed by James Paine; but even this charming structure is now dwarfed by a vast and ancient beech tree.

[image: Down at the Old Bull and Bush.]
Down at the Old Bull and Bush.
The peculiar mixing of old and new is even better encapsulated a few hundred metres to the north. Walk north-east to the east end of Sandy Road, the main thoroughfare through Sandy Heath, and then for a hundred metres north along Spaniards Road. Here stands the Spaniards Inn, housed in a fine late-seventeenth-and early-eighteenth-century building. The pub is even older. It was first built in 1585, and in its garden sits a boundary stone marking the edge of the Bishop of London’s estate – property of the Bishop of London since the Middle Ages.

The Spaniards Inn is as good a spot as any to finish this walk. As you sip your drink, reflect on the thread linking Mesolithic hunter-gatherers, medieval serfs and the revellers in the pub today. This alone, surely, makes Hampstead Heath not only one of the most remarkable terrains in London but one of the most remarkable stretches of open ground within the immediate environs of any great city in Europe.
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The Tower of London

The Tower of London is one of the greatest medieval fortresses in the world. At times this can be hard to realise, as traffic thunders past and encircling office skyscrapers do their best to dwarf the fortress’s ancient towers. But the reward, if you are in a receptive mood, is massive.

At the most obvious level the tower is the epitome of the evolving medieval and Tudor science of military design, reflecting theories about the use of redoubts and keeps, about defence through concentric systems of walls, and about how best to respond to the growing role of gunpowder and artillery from the sixteenth century onwards. But the tower is also so much more than a defensive outpost: it tells the story of England’s princes and their palaces, and of the ways in which they have sought to legitimise their rule.

The multifaceted history of the tower is best told through the story of its central keep, the White Tower: the oldest and most recognisable feature of the complex. Started in about 1075, it was built to impress and intimidate the population of London. William of Normandy had gambled much on his military invasion of 1066, and his victory at the Battle of Hastings gained the English crown but in a most precarious manner. To hold the kingdom, William turned to architecture. Almost certainly designed by a Norman Benedictine monk named Gundulf, who William soon established as Bishop of Rochester, the White Tower reflected the Normans’ desire to retain their new possession, England.

The location is, by its nature, of great strategic importance. Tower Hill plays a key role in commanding navigation along the Thames to the City – and the power that commands this trade route is the power that commands London. As such, the White Tower was designed to be as strong as possible, and is the definitive example of late-eleventh-century military architecture. But from the outset, the tower was more than just a place of military dominance. It was also a palace. As early as the twelfth century it was described as Arx Palatina1 – fortified palace – and various details inside the tower proclaim that it was designed to be inhabited: notably the fireplaces in upper rooms that, with hearths and flues located within the thickness of the walls, allowed private chambers to be heated and as comfortable and convenient as possible.

[image: The tower viewed from the Thames in 1647.]
The tower viewed from the Thames in 1647.

This opulence was all a way for William to hammer home the God-given nature of his power. The new king wanted to suggest that his military triumph was an expression of divine will – and his mighty new palace was a representation of his temporal and spiritual authority. Central to this project was the chapel of St John, one of the earliest and least-altered ecclesiastical interiors in England. The dedication of the chapel to St John the Evangelist is highly significant because in William’s day it was believed that St John, one of the twelve Apostles, was the saint who had written the apocalyptic Book of Revelation. And this visionary biblical text – proclaiming the return of Christ and the descent from heaven of the New Jerusalem in the form of a mighty cube – seems to have been taken as a design guide for the chapel. Its sacred geometry is a permutation of Ad Quadratum – a geometrical system based on interlocking squares, seemingly related to the cubic imagery described in Revelation. And within this geometry, the royal dais, on which the king and queen would have sat, lies exactly opposite the altar. So the chapel is organised like a finely balanced set of scales. On one side sat the monarch, representing worldly power; on the other the altar, representing spiritual power.

[image: Sacred geometry: inside the chapel in the White Tower.]
Sacred geometry: inside the chapel in the White Tower.

William’s White Tower established the future role of the Tower of London as a fortress of cutting-edge military design and opulent royal palace, in its organisation representing notions about kingship but also pioneering ideas of comfort and convenience. For example, Wakefield Tower, which stands at the middle of the south inner wall and was built from 1220 for Henry III, both enhanced the defences and served as part of a grand new palace, representing the magnificence of the Crown. And the massive Beauchamp Tower – which bulges out of the west part of the inner defensive wall – was added in the late 1270s as part of Edward I’s strengthening of the tower, but was also a place of tremendous splendour and at times served as a high-class jail for eminent prisoners. Such enhancements, which continued until the nineteenth century, mean the tower incorporates eight centuries of regal pomp and ceremony.

The Tower of London, then, should not just be read as a means of defending and controlling the city. It is also architectural propaganda: a means of emphasising the spiritual legitimacy and splendour of the monarchy.
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WALK 2

Norton Folgate to Bank

Medieval memories in the modern city

On one of the two surviving portions of the Copperplate map of the mid 1550s – the earliest surviving map of London – a large standing cross is shown looming over the main road running from north to south. This is ‘Busshoppes gate Strete’.

The map ends abruptly north of the cross, but to the west is semi-developed countryside. A country lane winds tranquilly out to a windmill in the west on ‘Fynnesbvrie Field’, with pigs trotting along the track and some men practising archery in a field. To the south, however, all is different. After the cross, the main road and its hinterland almost immediately becomes more built-up. A few hundred metres later, the ‘Busshoppes Gate’ marks a route through the ancient city wall of London.

[image: The Moorfields plate of the Copperplate map, with the ‘Busshoppes Gate’ to the south.]
The Moorfields plate of the Copperplate map, with the ‘Busshoppes Gate’ to the south.
[image: The ancient world collides with the modern: the view towards the site of the Bishop’s Gate today.]
The ancient world collides with the modern: the view towards the site of the Bishop’s Gate today.
This standing cross, placed at the intersection of Bishopsgate and a road then known as Hog Lane, held enormous temporal and spiritual significance. It marked the north edge of the ward of Bishopsgate-without-the-Wall, delineating the point at which the City of London’s authority ended. More importantly, the choice of a cross – rather than a simple boundary stone – proclaimed to all that the ‘square mile’ of the City was regarded as a sacred city: a place before the Reformation renowned for its encircling crown of monasteries and religious houses and its loyalty to the Virgin, and one that had been formed in semblance of the ‘New Jerusalem’ described in the biblical Book of Revelation. It was a view hinted at by John Stow, the antiquary and historian, who in the 1598 edition of his Survey of London stated that ‘this famous Citie of London’ was ‘divided from East to West, and from North to South’ like the sacred city of Jerusalem.

Clearly the City of London – with its Roman wall, seven gates and 109 churches – was already by the sixteenth century an ancient and holy place. Indeed, by the time of the Copperplate map and John Stow’s Survey, London had been England’s commercial centre for hundreds of years. Nearly five centuries after being abandoned by the Romans around AD 410, the City had been reoccupied by Alfred the Great in 886, its wall repaired and London – now Lundenburg – once more became a place of great importance. And after the Norman invasion of 1066, the City was granted its own charter that allowed Londoners to retain a level of autonomy over their affairs.

It was in this period that the City began to develop its idiosyncratic religious, commercial and political institutions, many of which are still in place to this day. Take, for example, the ward system. Stow tells us that there were originally, during Henry III’s reign (1216–1272), ‘24 in all’, each represented by an Elder man, or Alderman. This arrangement seems to have been inspired by the visionary Book of Revelation, which states that around Christ’s throne – as he sat in judgement – were ‘four and twenty elders’.1 The connection is clear. The Aldermen of the City saw themselves as operating in a divine universe, as advisers to the Mayor, who sat in judgement but who owed ‘fealty’ to the divinely-appointed monarch, the representative of Christ on earth. The ward system still survives. So too does the Court of Aldermen.

What is even more remarkable, though, is how much the City’s medieval past still lingers within the area once defined by its wall. There is the street plan, in places with a system of medieval alleys still intact, but also a significant amount of ancient fabric surviving – including long stretches of the wall itself, near the Tower of London and the junction of London Wall and Noble Street, with a fragmentary section still visible on London Wall near Bishopsgate. This is remarkable given the fires, twentieth-century bombing campaigns and ferocious waves of rebuilding that have beset the City. And ancient fabric can still be found in a number of churches – including those that dominate the Bishopsgate section of this walk, which is an area that largely escaped the Great Fire of 1666. Even some of the monasteries, although suppressed over 480 years ago, continue to have an influence on the way we experience the City today.

One example makes the point well. Whitefriars Street – a few hundred metres west of City Thameslink station on Ludgate Hill – marks the eastern edge of the Carmelite monastery that, until the Reformation of the 1530s, stretched west to Temple, and between Fleet Street and the Thames. Founded in 1150, the Carmelites’ first home was in Palestine, near Mount Carmel, where Elijah was said to have occupied a crypt-like hermitage within the mountain. Known as the White Friars, they were located in London from 1253 after being forced to flee the Holy Land as the Crusader adventure finally collapsed. The monastery has long gone, but one can still find traces: a late-fourteenth-century vaulted crypt survives under 65 Fleet Street, now partly relocated and partly visible behind glass. The Carmelites perhaps intended this crypt to be an evocation of Elijah’s distant, and no doubt fondly remembered, Mount Carmel grotto.

This monastic past had great influence on the function of the surrounding district until relatively recently. After the Reformation the Whitefriars area was, like much former monastic land, declared a Liberty – meaning it was to a limited degree self-governing and outside the jurisdiction of parish government. The result was that the Liberty of Whitefriars was recognised by parish and City authorities as a sanctuary, a reflection of its former monastic right to take in and protect a wide spectrum of offenders. All who entered the Liberty of Whitefriars fell outside the legal power of everyone but the Lord Chief Justice and the Privy Council. Inevitably, the area became a refuge for all manner of petty criminals, particularly those working in London’s vast sex industry. The Liberty soon became known as ‘Alsatia’, because to the authorities it seemed to echo the lawless nature of Alsace, caught between Protestant Germany and Catholic France during the Thirty Years War (1618–48). Although a 1697 law abolished the Liberty’s rights of sanctuary, the Liberty retained its status as a refuge for the poor and lawless into the eighteenth century and beyond, with Fleet Street remaining a hub of London’s sex trade well into the nineteenth century.

This is just one example of the long legacy of the City’s monastic past. Other buildings and place names, meanwhile, offer glimpses of its idiosyncratic commercial history. The Guildhall, which we encounter briefly on Walk 4, has for centuries been the beating heart of the City’s official life. It is, in its way, the most remarkable building in the City. Constructed in 1411–30, it was likely inspired by biblical descriptions of the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem (see p. 81). It has had many close encounters with radical change and even oblivion, damaged during the Great Fire of 1666 and gutted by fire bombs in 1940. But it endures, repaired and restored, the only one of the City’s stone-built secular medieval buildings that survives to this day.
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Sacred and profane, side by side: Great St Helen’s church is dwarfed by 30 St Mary Axe (‘The Gherkin’).

Today, of course, such treasures are not what catch one’s eye when walking through the City. Looking out from the site of the standing cross of the Copperplate map – now the point where Worship Street meets Bishopsgate – no city walls, ancient gates or rolling fields are visible. Instead one sees the high-rise commercial district of the largest financial centre in Europe. The composition is visually cacophonous; indeed it’s impossible to argue convincingly that it’s a composition at all. The towers are crowded together in an almost absurd manner and each seems to strive for the maximum height possible within various planning and structural constraints. And yet, in its way, a walk through these buildings offers a most powerful perspective on the relationship between the City’s medieval past and its present. It reveals London to be a place of extraordinary contrasts, where ancient and modern, large and small, homes and offices, the sacred and the profane stand side by side, and in their contrast unite to form the distinct character of the City.

THE WALK

This walk begins at Shoreditch High Street, meaning it can be joined up with a number of others in this book – at the beginning with Walk 11, or at the end with Walk 4. For now, though, our route is south along Wheler Street (recently renamed Braithwaite Street), and over to the junction of Commercial Street and Fleur-de-Lis Street.

When walking along Fleur-de-Lis Street you are walking over an ancient and important site. From 1197 to 1539 this land formed the northern edge of the Augustine Priory of the Blessed Virgin Mary, with its great church and main buildings lying just to the south, around what is now Spital Square. Hospital – abbreviated as ’spital – was the generic name for all institutional buildings that offered forms of hospitality to the sick, injured, infirm and aged or those in need of medical aid such as women in labour. And so the fields just north of London’s wall and the Bishop’s Gate, in which the ’spital stood, became known as Spitalfields.

[image: Visual cacophony: the view west from Wheler Street.]
Visual cacophony: the view west from Wheler Street.
The Augustinians, who ran the priory, were one of the most prominent orders in medieval London. They were also fabulously rich. The ambition of the priory grew throughout the Middle Ages, with a new charter of 1235 indicating the acquisition of even more land, bringing the estate to about 13 acres. By 1453, when Anton van den Wyngaerde drew a panorama of London, an enormous squat tower had been built over the priory church which dominated the skyline to the north-east. Where Fleur-de-Lis Street now runs, with Elder Street joining it from the south, were the priory’s orchard and garden, with the main water supply running in a conduit along what is now Blossom Street.2

All this would change with the Reformation. One of the most dramatic effects of Henry VIII’s dispute with the Pope was the king’s greedy obsession to acquire the wealth – in particular the buildings and land – of the monasteries. The interior and tower of St Mary’s – one of the largest churches in London – were dismantled. This happened despite the pleas of the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Richard Gresham, to keep the capital’s biggest hospital open. The only concession the king made was that the poor and infirm already lodged in priory buildings would be suffered to stay but no new inmates were to be admitted. Today, the only significant priory structure that survives in Spitalfields is the early-fourteenth-century charnel house, the remains of which can now be found just south of Spital Square.

[image: Part of Anton van den Wyngaerde’s 1543 panorama of London. The Bishop’s Gate is on the wall towards the left of the image; the church behind it is St Mary’s Priory.]
Part of Anton van den Wyngaerde’s 1543 panorama of London. The Bishop’s Gate is on the wall towards the left of the image; the church behind it is St Mary’s Priory.
The effects of the monastery on the layout of Spitalfields, however, would be long-lasting. While most of former monastic Spitalfields had, by the late seventeenth century, been covered with buildings, much of the old priory orchard and garden remained open land and was known as ‘Porter’s Close’. In 1716 the small estate of which the close formed a part was acquired by Isaac Tillard, a grandee among the French Protestant Huguenots who had settled in the area since the late seventeenth century. He and his family evidently had ambitions for this open space. The construction of speculatively-built terrace houses had been the main object of the Spitalfields estate owners during the second half of the seventeenth century and Tillard, seeing there was money to be made, joined in. But there was to be a difference. Tillard wanted the houses on his estate to be slightly larger and more architecturally impressive than most of the neighbouring seventeenth-century houses. He presumably believed there was a market for this more expensive product because in the early decades of the eighteenth century the silk industry in Spitalfields, dominated by Huguenot refugees, was doing very well indeed.

Tillard’s speculation was shrewd. It has been estimated that by 1710 up to 80,000 Huguenots had fled Roman Catholic persecution in their French homeland. More than half of that number came to England, with most settling in London. So by the first decade of the eighteenth century Huguenots perhaps formed 5 per cent of the city’s total population of around 575,000.3 And this new community of wealth-generating merchants – working profitably in precious metals as well as silk – was welcomed by British authorities, even if regarded with some suspicion by tradesmen who feared their wages and profits would be undercut by these industrious Calvinists. The London historian John Strype probably expressed the majority view in 1720 when he wrote that, in Spitalfields, migrants have ‘found quiet and security, and settled themselves in their several Trades and Occupations; Weavers especially’ bringing ‘a great Advantage … to the whole Nation, by the rich Manufactures of weaving Silks and Stuffs and Camlets’ while also being ‘Patterns of Thrift, Honesty, Industry, and Sobriety’.4

By May 1724 plans were in place to build Elder Street,5 which is on your left as you walk west along Fleur-de-Lis Street. By 1725 it formed the main and central street in a small orthogonal grid of streets that the estate had laid out on Porter’s Close. And, while the houses to the south around Spital Square were grand and formed the architectural and social jewel of the Tillard estate, those on Elder Street are also admirably well detailed, of good size and were originally inhabited by some of the area’s leading merchants.

The south half of Elder Street remains largely intact, and it is the pair of facing terraces that you see as you walk west along Fleur-de-Lis Street. With their warm-coloured brickwork, well-wrought window arches, and diverse but erudite timber doorcases, they are a splendid example of London’s domestic architecture of the 1720s (the houses in the street were built between 1725 and 1728). All were the result of speculations by different tradesmen, working on relatively short leases from the Tillard estate. The speculators tended to limit their expenditure and exposure to fluctuating markets, by constructing pairs of houses rather than larger groups. Much of the character of these buildings is due to the fact that certain key details – such as doorcases and internal timber panelling and staircases – were left to the discretion of the first occupiers, and created to suit their tastes and pockets. This was typical of the manner in which Georgian London was built.6

[image: The east side of Elder Street, built 1725–8.]
The east side of Elder Street, built 1725–8.
And yet even in this exciting new world of migration and commerce, the effects of the monastery and the medieval world continued to be felt. Most of Elder Street lies in the Liberty of Norton Folgate – a self-governing urban entity, a little like that at White Friars, which was formed just after the Reformation from former monastic land that lay outside the ancient boundaries of the surrounding parishes. The northern tip of Elder Street is in the parish of St Leonard Shoreditch, which had been there since at least the twelfth century. And, to the south, the surviving fragment of the long, tall and uniform terrace of 1724, at 18, 16 and 10 Folgate Street, suggests in its scale and grandeur that this row was conceived as the formal entry from Bishopsgate into the Tillard estate – echoing one of the medieval routes of entry, via a gatehouse, from Bishopsgate into the St Mary’s monastic precinct.

More recent architectural additions have been rather less respectful to Spitalfields’ monastic past. Move west along the west portion of Fleur-de-Lis Street, which joins Blossom Street, now with a mix of mid-to late-nineteenth-century warehouses along its west side. At the time of writing this Blossom Street complex is being rebuilt, with some structures retained, as offices and retail buildings rising as high as fourteen storeys. Due to such schemes – in this case approved in autocratic manner by Boris Johnson, who, when Mayor of London, overturned a planning refusal from the democratically elected Tower Hamlets politicians – the historic character of Spitalfields is being fatally diluted.
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The next portion of the walk takes us along Norton Folgate, the name given to this portion of Bishopsgate. A narrow alley continues west from the end of Fleur-de-Lis Street through to Norton Folgate before it joins Shoreditch High Street to the north. This road, with its different names, follows the route of Ermine Street, the great Roman road running north to Lincoln and York that remained in use through the Middle Ages.

Today, the view south is extraordinary. As you emerge from the alley you will, almost immediately in front of you, see the tower – fifty storeys high and completed in 2018 – that loomed over you as you walked along Fleur-de-Lis Street. The tower contains private apartments, with the penthouses at the top on offer for £8 million. Like much of London’s commercial architecture, the tower was designed by Foster + Partners (of London City Hall, the Gherkin, the Berlin Reichstag redevelopment and so on) and was conceived before the Brexit-related economic, political and social chaos of the last few years. It will be interesting, then, to see how quickly these apartments now sell – and at what prices. Immediately to the south of the tower is another new building, fifteen storeys high, very different in appearance but also designed by Foster + Partners. This is the London HQ for Amazon, in front of which is a minuscule square, or rather a plaza in the New York tradition. This apparent attempt to make the setting of these two buildings even faintly agreeable is little more than a gesture: the plaza is effectively the entrance forecourt for the Amazon office. Opposite these two new structures, on the other hand, stands – in the summer of 2019 – a mixed array of derelict buildings (two of which are early eighteenth century in origin and many destined to be destroyed as part of the Blossom Street scheme) and a row of low late-nineteenth-century structures that house shops and a pub. Modest in their scale and function, they are in striking contrast to the towers, spectres from the area’s fast-disappearing past.

Even here, though, the ancient past of Norton Folgate rears its head. At the corner of Worship Street and Bishopsgate – the site of the boundary cross we encountered in London’s earliest map – there stands a cast-iron heraldic dragon. For medieval Christians the dragon, like the griffin it resembles, was seen as a guardian or guide, and symbol of power and endurance – as made clear by the City’s coat of arms, which includes dragons and a motto that reads Domine dirige nos, meaning ‘Lord guide us’. More evidence that the City has for centuries seen itself as a sacred place, under divine guidance and protection. This creature has long been the City’s emblem, and statues like this mark various of its boundaries.

Worship Street was once the Hog Lane that we encountered earlier. It is probable that William Shakespeare lodged here in the 1580s when involved, with Richard Burbage, in The Theatre, London’s first purpose-built theatre since Roman times, founded in 1572 and based nearby. He may also have lodged on Norton Folgate itself. More certain is playwright Christopher Marlowe’s association with the area. According to a 1581 warrant for his arrest, Marlowe lodged in Norton Folgate when a fatal brawl took place in Hog Lane, during which a local innkeeper’s son named William Bradley was killed by Marlowe’s friend Thomas Watson. Today the whole street is something of an architectural wasteland, the one exception being the remarkable terrace at numbers 91 to 101 that was designed in 1862 by Phillip Webb – William Morris’s friend, architect and artistic collaborator – and is a rare example of Arts and Crafts architecture coming into the inner city: offering not wistful or fantastical homes, but practical nitty-gritty accommodation for a far-from-affluent neighbourhood.

Our route, though, is south along Bishopsgate. We soon come to Brushfield Street to the east, carved through the neighbourhood in the 1780s to improve links with the fruit and vegetable market that had existed in Spitalfields since the 1680s. From our location, you can just see Christ Church Spitalfields, constructed between 1714 and 1729 to the designs of Nicholas Hawksmoor. This is one of the ‘Fifty New Churches’ that a 1711 Act of Parliament ordered to be built in expanding parts of London (see p. 111), to proclaim the power of the church and state in places largely Victorian Revival building that is a loose imitation of the Victorian Gothic Revival structure that stood on the site. So a revival of a revival. But even populated by Dissenters – or, as in Spitalfields, Protestants but not Anglicans, as was the case with the Calvinist Huguenots. The 1711 churches tended to be large and expensive to construct, which is why only a dozen or so were built before the project spluttered out in the late 1730s. But what churches they were. Even from a distance the powerful character of Hawksmoor’s architecture is apparent. It is sculptural, bold – almost abstract in feel – with the emotional clout coming from the dramatic juxtaposition of pure, elemental forms. Even from Bishopsgate you can see that the west front of the church takes the form of a horizontal rectangle topped by a vertical rectangle, then by a cube supporting an obelisk-like spire. Both of the rectangles, each with an arch forming the centre of a tripartite composition, appear to be essays upon a Roman triumphal arch. The message seems clear: the church is a prayer in stone, representing the Christian belief that the soul can rise in triumph over death.

[image: Nicholas Hawksmoor’s Christ Church, Spitalfields, built 1714–29.]
Nicholas Hawksmoor’s Christ Church, Spitalfields, built 1714–29.
Such additions are, in City terms, relatively recent. But even such modern buildings are steeped in an older history. Continue south along Bishopsgate and to your left is New Street, which roughly marks the location of Hand Alley – in 1665, according to Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year (1722), the site of a pit for the disposal of the bodies of plague victims. Now it is dominated by the towering Bengal Warehouse, built for the East India Company in 1769–70, with its wide entrance gates and narrow forecourts. Here carts loaded with the wonders of the East would once have made their way into what was a walled and very secure mercantile enclosure.

Nearly opposite New Street sits Liverpool Street station, which arrived on this site in 1874. It stands largely on ground that from 1247 has been occupied by the Priory of Our New Lady of Bethlehem – better known as Bedlam. The priory specialised in the care of the mentally ill and survived the Reformation of the 1530s. This is one of the religious houses that the Lord Mayor of the time, Sir Richard Gresham, did manage to save so that – although no longer a Roman Catholic priory – it could continue to do its vital, worldly job, but now under City of London ownership


[image: The pleasing bulk of the Barry brothers’ Great Eastern Hotel.]
The pleasing bulk of the Barry brothers’ Great Eastern Hotel.
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[image: St Botolph-without-Bishopsgate, which once backed on to the City ditch, the defensive moat around London’s walls.]
St Botolph-without-Bishopsgate, which once backed on to the City ditch, the defensive moat around London’s walls.
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[image: A fragment of the Roman wall around the City.]
A fragment of the Roman wall around the City.

[image: Delicate plasterwork adorns the roof inside All Hallows-on-the-Wall.]
Delicate plasterwork adorns the roof inside All Hallows-on-the-Wall.




[image: Earlier worlds: the fourteenth-century St Ethelburga church sits nestled between much later buildings.]
Earlier worlds: the fourteenth-century St Ethelburga church sits nestled between much later buildings.
[image: ]










[image: The west front of Great St Helen’s, a church in two halves. The north door dates to the sixteenth century, the south to the fourteenth.]
The west front of Great St Helen’s, a church in two halves. The north door dates to the sixteenth century, the south to the fourteenth.



[image: The Renaissance comes to London: the classical door surround on the south side of St Helen’s.]
The Renaissance comes to London: the classical door surround on the south side of St Helen’s.
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[image: An 1804 sketch of the decaying Crosby Hall.]
An 1804 sketch of the decaying Crosby Hall.



[image: Gibson Hall, embodiment of the spirit of the mid-nineteenth-century City.]
Gibson Hall, embodiment of the spirit of the mid-nineteenth-century City.
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[image: G. H. Hunt’s foray into neoclassicism at 39 Threadneedle Street.]
G. H. Hunt’s foray into neoclassicism at 39 Threadneedle Street.
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[image: Niels Møller Lund’s The Heart of the Empire (1904), from the Royal Exchange with the Mansion House in the foreground.]
Niels Møller Lund’s The Heart of the Empire (1904), from the Royal Exchange with the Mansion House in the foreground.




[image: The view west along Threadneedle Street. On the left the Royal Exchange, on the right the Bank of England and in the distance the Mansion House.]
The view west along Threadneedle Street. On the left the Royal Exchange, on the right the Bank of England and in the distance the Mansion House.
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