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Disclaimer


This book is intended for general information and guidance only. It reflects the author's own knowledge, experience and opinion of the London licensed taxi trade and the Knowledge of London, and it is not, and should not be relied upon as, legal, financial, medical, tax or other professional advice. Where such advice is needed, please consult a suitably qualified professional.

Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book was accurate at the time of publication. The licensing of London taxi drivers is governed by Transport for London and is subject to change. The fees, costs, prices, timescales, eligibility requirements, examination structures, rules, regulations and procedures described here were correct, to the best of the author's knowledge, at the time of writing, but all of them are liable to change without notice. Before acting on any information in this book, or making any decision based upon it, you should verify the current position with Transport for London and other relevant official sources.

This book is an independent work. It is not affiliated with, authorised by, endorsed by, or connected to Transport for London, the Public Carriage Office, or any government body, licensing authority, taxi school, trade organisation, company or other body mentioned within it. Any references to such bodies, or to companies, products, services, apps or websites, are for information only and do not amount to any endorsement, recommendation or partnership, nor any guarantee as to their current status, terms or availability.

Nothing in this book is a promise or guarantee of any particular outcome. Passing the Knowledge, obtaining a licence, and earning a living as a London taxi driver depend on many factors beyond the scope of this book, including your own effort, your circumstances, and the state of the trade at the time. No representation or warranty is made that any reader will achieve any particular result.

To the fullest extent permitted by law, the author and publisher accept no responsibility or liability for any loss, damage, cost or inconvenience arising directly or indirectly from the use of, or reliance upon, any information in this book, or from any errors or omissions, however caused. By reading and using this book, you accept that you do so at your own risk, and that any decisions you make and any actions you take are your own responsibility.
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​​Introduction
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Way back in 199 I built the biggest London Knowledge website there had ever been. I started it back when most of the trade had barely heard the word internet and you waited the best part of a minute for a single page to load. I built it myself, a bit at a time, and over the years it grew into something I am still a little astonished by when I look back at it. 320 runs, over 30,000 points, maps of the runs, mock tests you could test yourself against. Audio runs you could learn from anywhere. A whole web of sites and stores that fed into one another, all of it built for one purpose, to help people get through the single hardest qualification in the country and come out the other side with a green badge.

It was not a hobby. It was the real thing. People right across the trade fed into it, the local press wrote it about it, and for a long time it was simply the biggest operation of its kind anywhere. If you were studying the Knowledge in those years, the odds are you passed through something I had made.

Then the world turned, the way it does. The copycats came first, a rash of sites lifting what I had done and undercutting it. Then came the apps, and with them the slow draining away of the people who used to find me, because fewer and fewer of them were starting the Knowledge. Put a few years of ordinary life on top of that, the reasons that have nothing to do with the Knowledge and everything to do with being a person, and around 2016 I let the site go quiet. I have been back through the old pages on the internet archive while writing this, and I will be straight with you, it was a strange thing to see. Domains I had forgotten I owned. Stores I had forgotten I ran. A whole operation sitting there frozen in time. It is a shame I let it slide, and I am not going to pretend otherwise.

But here is what struck me, looking at all of it. The site went quiet. What it was built on didn’t. The streets are still there. The Knowledge is still the Knowledge. And the vantage point that running the biggest site in the game gave me, watching it rise, watching the apps arrive, watching good men get out and the whole thing cut down to size, that did not go anywhere either. If anything it’s worth more now than it was then, because I have seen the full arc, the boom and the bust and the floor the trade finally hit, and very few people writing about any of this have seen it the way I did. This book is me putting that vantage point to work. Call it the comeback. It starts here.

The trade you are thinking of joining is not the one I was selling maps for in 1999, and it’s not the dying trade the headlines sold you either. It is something newer than both. The apps did their damage, and then the trade steadied and found its level. And in just the last couple of years the people who run it have brought the standard up to date for the modern era, setting out a defined modern points list to be learned alongside the classic runs. That is a real change, and almost nothing written for people in your position has caught up with it yet.

That is the gap this book is written into. Most of what is out there is one of two things. There is the dry official material, which gives you the rules and not one word more. And there is the fond backward look, which celebrates the old days and helps you not at all. This book is neither. What it does that the others don’t is make an argument. It doesn’t assume you have already decided. It takes seriously the question every sensible person asks now, which is why you would put yourself through years of the Knowledge when you could be driving for an app by the weekend, and it answers that question properly, in full, before it asks you to commit to anything.

And it will tell you the bad with the good. Where it is hard, where it costs you, who should not do it at all. I have no interest in walking you into something that is wrong for you, because a book that only sells the upside is just an advert, and you can get those for free.

Once the case is made, it walks you through the whole thing end to end. Whether the badge is right for you in the first place. The application, the checks, the medical, the kit you need to start. The Knowledge itself, the runs and the points and how to actually learn them without losing your mind. The appearances, what the examiners are really looking for and how to give it to them. Getting badged. Then the part almost nobody teaches, which is how to turn the badge into a proper living once you have it. And finally where the trade is heading, and why, when you do the sums over a working life, the Knowledge still wins.

I have written it for the person standing right at the start of all this, weighing it up, wanting someone to tell them the truth instead of selling them a dream or a database. Read it front to back, which is how I would the first time, or go straight to the part you need. Either way you’re getting it from someone with no school to fill and no course to push. I am long past needing your custom. What I have is the long view and a straight answer, and both of them are in here.

So let us start where any honest book about this trade has to, not with the romance and not with the obituary, but with the plain question of what being a London cabbie actually is in the world as it stands today.

PART ONE

The Decision
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​​Chapter 1

​What Being a London Cabbie Is Now
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Ask the average person to picture a London cabbie and you tend to get one of two pictures, and both of them are wrong. The first is the fond one. The cheeky chap with the encyclopedia in his head and an opinion on everything, a national treasure in a flat cap, the last of a dying breed. The second is the grim one. A relic from before the apps, a man clinging to a trade that technology has already killed, soon to be swept away entirely. You will have met them both. Neither of them is a reality in the modern age.

The truth is less romantic than the first and a great deal more alive than the second. Being a London cabbie today is running a small business on wheels in the biggest, busiest, most lucrative city for the trade in the world. It’s skilled, licensed, self-employed work, with a qualification behind it that genuinely cannot be faked and a body of law that genuinely protects it. It is not a flat-cap museum piece and it is not a corpse. It is a working trade, smaller than it once was? Yes, but thousands of people are doing it every single day and make a proper living from it. Before you can decide whether to join them, you need to see the job as it actually is, with both of those cartoons cleared out of the way. That is what this chapter is for.

​The badge, and the two kinds of it

Start with the badge itself, because the badge is the whole point. When people say a cabbie has done the Knowledge, what they mean is that he has earned a licence from Transport for London to ply for hire on the streets of the capital. Ply for hire is the bit of old language that matters most, and we will come back to it more than once in this book, because it is the single thing that separates a licensed taxi from every private hire car and app on the road. It means you can be flagged down in the street, and you can sit on a rank and pick people up, without anyone booking you first. No app driver can do that. The badge is what gives you the right to, and it is yours for your working life once you have it.

Understand what kind of thing the badge is, too, because it is not a job and it is not a franchise. Nobody employs you. You do not clock in. Once it is earned it is simply yours, a licence to trade on the streets of London for the rest of your working life. The badge is granted by Transport for London, the public body that licenses the trade, and that same authority is the only thing that can take it away, for a serious offence, for misconduct, or for becoming unfit to carry the public. No employer, operator or app sits anywhere in that chain. And far from being a flaw, the regulator's power to revoke is a large part of what the badge is worth. It weeds out the people who should never have held one and keeps the public confident enough to climb into a stranger's cab without a second thought, because the trust the black cab trades on rests on the licence meaning something and being losable. Keep to the standard, and the badge is as secure as your own conduct makes it.  You pay to keep it current and you keep to the rules, and beyond that no employer and no operator stands over you. That is a rare thing to own, and most people who have it never quite stop appreciating it.

There are two badges, and you should know the difference before you go any further. The green badge is the All London licence. Earn it and you can ply for hire anywhere across Greater London, the West End, the City, the stations, the airports, the lot. It is the full Knowledge, the famous one, the version built around roughly three hundred and twenty set runs inside a six-mile radius of Charing Cross and the thousands of streets and landmarks that sit among them. It is the harder road, and it is the one most people aim for, because it opens the whole city to you.

The yellow badge is the suburban licence. Instead of the whole of London, you learn one of nine outer sectors in real depth, and you are licensed to ply for hire within it. The study is shorter and more contained, the work is more local, and you can add neighbouring sectors later if you want to widen your patch. It is a real and sensible route for plenty of people, particularly anyone settled in one part of the outer city who wants to work close to home. This book is written mainly with the green badge in mind, because it is the bigger undertaking and the bigger prize, but almost everything in it applies to both, and I will flag the places where the suburban route genuinely differs.

​A day in the cab

So what does the work actually look like, day to day? There is no single answer, because one of the quiet luxuries of the badge is that you build the day to suit yourself. But let me give you the shape of it.

Most cabbies work in shifts, and the trade roughly splits into days and nights. A day man might pull out mid morning, work the business of the city while it is moving, the station ranks, the hotels, the account jobs, the lunchtime rush, and pull in before the evening. A night man comes out as the day men go home and works a different city entirely, the theatres turning out, the restaurants and the bars, the late trains, the small hours when almost nothing else is running and a cab is the only way a lot of people are getting home. The money sits in different places at different times, and part of learning the trade is learning when and where it is.

The work itself comes to you from three directions at once, and this is the part the apps will never match. There is the street, the arm that goes up on the pavement, the oldest form of the trade and still a real part of it. There is the rank, where you queue with other cabs at the stations and the hotels and the hospitals and take the work as it reaches the front. And there is the screen, the app jobs and the radio circuits and your own account customers, the booked work that comes to you electronically or down the phone. A green badge holder fishes in all three. He can be heading for a station rank, take a street hail on the way to it, and have an account job ping through on his phone, and all of it is legal work that is his to take. That mix is the rhythm of the day.

No two shifts are the same, and that is half the appeal for the people who love it. In a single day you might run a banker into the City at dawn, a tourist family to the Tower, a regular to a hospital appointment you have driven her to for years, a stag party that piles in singing, and a frightened kid who has lost his mates and his phone and needs getting home. You are paid to know the city and to handle whoever gets in, and the variety of it is something no desk job and no warehouse and no delivery round will ever give you. Some people would hate that unpredictability. The ones who take to the trade tend to be the ones who need it.

It is not all motion. There is dead time, the empty runs back from a fare dropped in the wrong place, the slow hour when the city goes quiet, the wait on a rank that is not moving. The good cabbie learns to read the city like weather, to know where the work will be an hour before it is there, and to point himself towards demand rather than chase it. That reading is what experience buys you, and it is the difference between a driver who grinds and a driver who flows. We will spend real time later in the book on how the work pays and how to make it pay better. For now, picture the day as it is, a working rhythm of motion and judgement, mostly alone in the cab, mostly your own master, in the middle of the greatest city there is for this trade.

​The shapes a cab career takes

There is more than one way to be a cabbie, and it is worth knowing the shapes the career can take before you picture yourself in it.

The first question is the cab itself. You can own your cab or you can rent it. An owner-driver, known in the trade as a musher, buys the vehicle, which is a serious piece of money, and from then on the cab is his and so is everything it earns. A driver who rents instead, called a journeyman, pays a weekly sum to use somebody else’s cab and hands nothing else over, which lets a man start earning the day he is badged without finding the price of a vehicle first. Most people start out renting and buy later, once they know the trade is for them. Both are normal, and the right answer depends on your money and your nerve, and we will go through the numbers properly in their place.

The second question is how much of your life you give it. Some cabbies are full time and treat it as the career it is. Others drive part time, around another job or around a family, a few shifts a week to top up the income. Because you are self-employed and nobody is rostering you, that choice is genuinely yours in a way it is in very few other trades. You can work Mondays and not Tuesdays. You can take a fortnight off and answer to no one. You can work hard for a deposit and ease off when it is paid. The flexibility the apps advertise and do not really deliver is the flexibility the badge actually hands you, because there is no operator behind you steering your week.

​The trade as it stands today

Now the honest part, the state of the trade as it is in front of you today rather than as it was, or as anyone wishes it were.

It is smaller than it was at its peak. There is no use dressing that up, and I will never dress anything up for you in this book. The apps arrived, they took a chunk of the work, cab numbers came down, and the trade contracted. If you came into this expecting the boom years that the old hands talk about, you would be disappointed, and you would have come in on a false picture. So let us not do that.

But smaller is not the same as finished, and this is where the grim cartoon falls apart. The trade contracted and then it steadied. It found a floor and the floor held. The cabs are still on every main road, still on the ranks, still being hailed every night of the week, still doing the accessible work and the account work and the trusted work that the apps cannot touch, all of which we will get into properly. There are still many thousands of badged drivers making a real living at it. The licence did not turn into a worthless piece of plastic. It turned out to be one of the more durable things a working person can hold.

And here is the part the headlines never turn over to look at the back of. A shrinking trade is bad news if you are already in it, watching the same work spread ever thinner between you. It is a very different thing if you are standing outside it wondering whether to come in, because the same decline that reads as an obituary from one direction reads, from where you happen to be standing, as an opening. At its height the trade ran to well over twenty thousand badged drivers, tens of thousands of cabs working the same streets and chasing the same fares. Today the number is far lower, and more telling still, the flow of new people coming up through the Knowledge has slowed to a trickle while the existing trade greys and retires out of it. Fewer cabs on the road, and barely anyone behind them coming through. For the work that is still genuinely a cab’s to do, the ranks and the street hails and the accessible jobs and the trusted account work, that means less competition chasing it than at almost any time in living memory.

Sit with that a moment, because it runs dead against what the noise around the trade would have you believe. The crowd has been frightened off. The very fact that everyone keeps repeating that the trade is finished has, year on year, thinned out the field of people you would otherwise be lined up against, while the demand for the things only a licensed cab can legally and properly do has not gone anywhere. That is the textbook shape of an opportunity, a real and durable demand on one side and a supply of people willing to meet it that has fallen away on the other. The badge has rarely been a harder thing to talk yourself into and rarely been a smarter thing to actually hold. If you have the stomach to walk towards a trade that the timid are backing away from, you are arriving at a moment when there is more room in it than there has been for a generation. Now, while the field is this thin, is a better time to start the Knowledge than the crowded boom years the old hands pine for ever were.

It is worth saying plainly that the apps are part of the landscape now, not just the thing that came to kill the trade. A lot of cabbies take app and circuit work alongside the street and the rank, using the screen as one more source of jobs rather than the only one. The badge does not put you at war with technology. It simply means you are never tied to any single app the way a private hire driver is, free to take the app work when it suits and leave it when it does not. How to play that mix is a thread that runs through the back half of this book.

And the ground under it has shifted in your favour in one respect that hardly anyone has noticed yet. In the last couple of years the standard has been brought up to date, with a defined modern list of points set out to be learned alongside the traditional runs. The trade did not quietly drop the Knowledge in the age of the satnav. It sharpened it. That tells you something about where the people who run this trade think its value lies, and it means you would be coming in under the most current version of the qualification there has ever been. Whether all of this adds up to a thing worth choosing, over the obvious easy alternative, is the question the next chapter takes head on. This chapter only promised to show you the job. That is the job.

​Who does this now

One last picture to put right before we move on, which is who actually does this now. The flat-cap stereotype has a particular man in mind, born to the trade, father and grandfather before him, London in the blood. That man exists and always will, and the trade is the better for him. But he is no longer the whole of it, and he has not been for a long time.

The Knowledge is open to anyone who can meet the standard, and the people coming into it now are a broader bunch than the cartoon allows. Career changers who have had enough of being managed and want to work for themselves. People made redundant in midlife, looking for a trade that cannot be offshored or automated out from under them. Younger people who have done the maths and worked out that a protected licence beats a gig account over a lifetime. People from every background this city contains. What they tend to have in common is not where they come from but what they are after, which is autonomy, a skill that is genuinely theirs, and work that no manager and no algorithm can take away on a whim. If that is what you are after, you are in the right book, whatever picture the public has in its head.

That is being a London cabbie as it actually is in the world today. A licensed, skilled, self-employed trade, smaller than its peak and steadier than its reputation, run on a qualification that has just been brought up to date, doing real work for a real living in the best city on earth for it. Not the museum piece and not the corpse. The working thing in between, which is the only version that was ever true.

Seeing the job clearly is the easy part. The hard part, and the honest one, is deciding whether it is worth choosing, when there is a far easier way to put a car on the road and start earning by the weekend. That is the question that has stopped more people doing the Knowledge than any other, and it is the one we deal with next. It is the most important decision in this book, so it gets the most important chapter.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 2

​The Uber Question
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If you are serious about the Knowledge, somebody has already asked you the question. Maybe it was a mate in the pub. Maybe it was your partner, looking at the cost of it. Maybe it was your own voice, late at night, staring down three or four years of study you have not even started yet. The question always comes out roughly the same way. Why put yourself through all that when you could sign up to one of the apps next week and be earning money by the weekend?

It is a fair question. It is, in fact, the most important question in this book, which is why it comes so early. I am not going to wave it away with sentiment about the noble tradition of the London cab. The trade does not need me to defend its honour, and you did not buy this book for a nostalgia trip. You bought it because you want to know whether the Knowledge is worth doing in the world as it actually is now, with the apps everywhere and the old certainties gone. So let us deal with it properly.

I will tell you where I stand before I make the argument, because you should know what you are reading. I ran the biggest Knowledge website in the country for years. I sold the maps, the points databases, the audio of every run, all of it, and I made good money doing it. Then I watched the apps arrive and I watched the trade get cut to pieces. My own business included. I am not writing this from some comfortable corner where the last fifteen years never happened. I saw it up close, and I lost out too. So when I tell you that doing the Knowledge is still the better choice for the long run, I am not telling you it from behind rose-tinted glass. I am telling you because I have done the sums, watched both roads play out for real people over more than a decade, and come to a settled view.

Let us start by giving the other side its due, because an argument that pretends the easy option has nothing going for it is not worth reading.

The appeal of driving for an app is obvious and it is real. The barrier to entry is almost nothing. You need a private hire licence, which is a fraction of the trouble the Knowledge is, a car that meets the requirements, and the patience to get through the paperwork. Within a few weeks you can be working. You earn from day one. There is no two, three or four year stretch of unpaid study where you are pouring time and money into something with no income at the end of it until you pass. For a lot of people, particularly anyone with a family to feed right now and no savings to lean on, that difference is not a luxury. It is the whole decision.

The flexibility is real as well, at least on the surface. You switch the app on when you want to work and off when you do not. Nobody is rostering you. If you want to do mornings one week and nights the next, you can. For someone juggling the job around childcare or another commitment, that looks like freedom, and I am not going to pretend it is nothing.

And the trade did get gutted. This is the part some of the old guard will not say out loud, so I will. When the apps came in, they came in hard and they came in fast, and they took a serious chunk of the work that used to belong to the licensed taxi. Cab driver numbers fell. Knowledge student numbers fell off a cliff. Good men who had been driving for twenty years saw their takings drop, and some of them got out. Anyone who tells you the apps were a minor inconvenience to the trade is either lying to you or was not there. I was there.

So when you ask why you should not just drive for an app, you are not asking a stupid question. You are asking the only sensible question. The honest answer is not that the app road is worthless. It is that the app road and the badge road look similar at the start and could not be more different by the end. And almost everything that matters about that difference is invisible in year one, which is why so many people get the decision wrong.

Here is the part the headlines never got round to.

The apps did enormous damage, and then something happened that very few people predicted. The trade did not die. It contracted, it took a beating, and then it steadied. The drivers who held their nerve through the worst of it are still out there working, and a good number of them are doing perfectly well. The green badge did not turn out to be a piece of paper for a job that no longer exists. It turned out to be a licence with a floor under it, and that floor held.

Think about what was actually being promised at the height of it. We were told the licensed taxi was finished, a relic, that within a few years the streets would belong entirely to the apps and the man with the badge would be a museum piece. That was the confident version of the future, repeated everywhere. It did not happen. The cab is still on the rank. The cab is still being hailed in the rain on a Friday night when nobody can get an app car to turn up. The cab is still the thing you put your nan in because you trust it. The confident future got a lot of things wrong, and if you are making a decision that will shape the next twenty years of your working life, it is worth noticing who was
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