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About the Book

In which part of North London were wild beasts once thought to roam the sewers?

Why did 1920s working-class Londoners wear necklaces of blue beads?

Who was the original inspiration for the ‘pearly king’ costume?

And did Spring-heeled Jack, scourge of Victorian London, ever really exist?

Exploring everything from local superstitions, to ghost stories, to annual customs, this is an enchanting guide to the ancient legends and deep-rooted beliefs that can be found the length and breadth of the city.
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INTRODUCTION

‘THERE’S A LOT of history around in London,’ a taxi-driver told me the other day, and he was right. Interestingly, though, most of what he then went on to talk about was not verifiable historical fact at all, but was instead a series of seemingly authentic stories about buildings, streets and people which were either unprovable or untrue. They were not history, but legends: part of the realm of folklore, which can be defined as the unofficial culture of the people, passed on informally from person to person in the home, the workplace, the pub, the school, or, indeed, the taxicab.

There is certainly a lot of folklore around, and London Lore brings together a representative sample from past and present, and from every corner of the capital. Legends are covered extensively, but many other customs and traditions are also included – children carrying garlands around the streets on May Day, for example, or building grottoes in August; men selling their wives in the local market; Pearly Kings and Queens talking in rhyming slang; people telling fortunes, going to fairs, carrying mascots, prophesying doom, writing eccentric wills, and worrying about death omens. As a result, you will find a whole cast of characters here: kings and queens, lords and ladies, clergymen, chimney sweeps, milkmaids, innkeepers, highwaymen, rough musickers, murderers, vampire-hunters, cuckolds, Jacks-in-the-Green, rioters, bonfire boys, quacks, charlatans, witches, cunning women, astrologers, and quite a few ordinary Londoners too. Royal and civic pageantry, however, are largely omitted from the book, partly because the subject is so well-covered in tourist books and guides, but also because they are ‘official’ and have not been subject to the ‘Chinese whispers’ effect that underlies real folklore.

Even so, a single book can only hope to include a selected sample of the mass of lore which exists, covering only the smallest tip of the largest iceberg. Although we do not normally realise it, folklore is all around us, and everybody knows some. Every London schoolchild, for example, has a head full of rhymes, jokes, games, stories, superstitions, and beliefs learned from their family and playmates. And every London adult, however sophisticated they think they are, will also have a repertoire of traditional bits and pieces picked up from here and there.

FACT OR FICTION?

While people tend to accept traditions and customs for what they are – or were – when it comes to legends, the natural tendency seems to be to believe what we are told, or at least to give the story some qualified credence. This is a small example of the astonishing power of narrative in our everyday lives. Not only do we devour novels and read our children bedtime stories, but we avidly follow the continuing television sagas of soap operas, crime or costume dramas, and even the makers of documentaries strive to give their subjects a coherent storyline. On the personal level, we follow the same instincts whenever we relate something which has happened to us or someone we know. We recast the ‘facts’ into story form, arranging them into narrative order, placing the emphasis for the best effect, exaggerating or underplaying, giving comic or dramatic asides, adding a punchline or a moral as a coda.

It is important to be clear how the term legend is used in this book, as its basic meaning is changing rapidly in everyday use. For our present purposes, a somewhat simplistic definition is the following: a legend is a story which is told as being true, but is not, and much of my discussion and analysis revolves around questions of belief, truth and evidence. As regards the legend itself, it is belief which matters most, or at least believability, and another defining characteristic of a legend is that it includes elements which support and legitimise its message. In each re-telling, little details are added or changed – recognisable names and places, a real-sounding chronology, spurious but credible historical ‘facts’, and so on. My premise is therefore that it is not just what the stories say which is important but also how and why they say it; how they have developed, why they are believed, and whether they have any historical truth in them. It seems that the biggest deception of all is the general notion that all legends must have a grain of truth in them. In fact, they rarely do, and are often completely invented like any other story. If there is a grain of anything in their origin, it is untruth, because they are based on a misunderstanding, false reasoning, or prejudice and this is where the darker side of folklore comes in. There is no social prejudice or area of concern, including especially racism and anti-Semitism, which is not sustained and legitimised by traditional stories, jokes and assumptions about the victim group. Similarly, witch-hunts and vigilante actions are usually sparked and fed by rumour and legend.

But most legends are not sinister, and it is fascinating to study them in their natural habitat. One good example occurred a few years ago, when a college near Croydon Library (where I worked for many years as Local Studies Librarian) was demolished and a routine archaeological investigation of the site organised. Two trenches were dug at right angles to each other, and nothing was found, but within days the rumour was circulating that the archaeologists had discovered a Roman villa whose foundations you could plainly see. Similarly, at Pollards Hill, in Norbury, there is a somewhat strangely shaped housing estate. It was laid out in the mid nineteenth century, but only built up in the 1920s, and it has roads that run in circles. Not far away from the estate, horse races were held in the fields for a short time in the mid nineteenth century. A local teacher saw ‘entrance to race course’ in an old directory, and immediately told her class that the reason why the Pollards Hill estate is such a strange shape is that it was previously a race course. One of the parents then claimed to have paced out one of the roads and discovered it was the ‘exact number of furlongs of a flat race’; another stated that the reason why the local railway station had ramps down to the platforms instead of steps was because they brought the horses down by train; in Croydon Library we subsequently received a succession of visitors trying to work out where the grandstand would have been.

Incidentally, Pollards Hill itself is a bit of an anomaly, as it is a prominent isolated hill in an otherwise flat area. For at least twenty years the story has been told that it is a man-made structure, consisting solely of the earth and rock they dug out when constructing the London Underground (a story told of many other places).

The ways such narratives accumulate is nicely shown in the following letter, published in the Daily Mirror on 24 November 1975:

I wonder if you could give me any information on the house at number 37 Stepney Green, London E1. My mother was once caretaker there. We were told it was built by a sea captain about four hundred years ago and that a lot of ship’s timbers were used to build it. Also, the greens outside are the burial place of plague victims. The only information I could find in our local library was that it was once owned by a Lady Mico, who had the Almshouse built alongside in 1699. There is supposed to be a ghost – a little old lady who walks through one of the rooms, but I can assure you we never hung around long enough to find out. Not after dark anyway.

From a folklorist’s point of view, what is interesting about the three distinct stories that have grown up about this particular house is that none of them is unique; they are all tales that have a general currency and are widely told about other buildings and at other times. The plague pit idea, for example, is particularly common among legend-makers (see here). It is of course true that in areas of central London where the plague was rife, the churchyards became too full and ad hoc burial grounds were used, but the historical record shows that these were few, and they have been pretty well documented. Yet for many years any unused piece of land seems to have attracted the story to explain its condition, and in the last fifteen years or so, there has been a veritable explosion of these stories. Every supposed ghost or uncanny feeling is put down to the building being on the site of a pit, and this is as true for outer London boroughs, which were hardly affected by the pestilence, as for the central areas.

Apart from the plague, there are several motifs which are so widespread that they do not figure largely in this book. They would take up all the available space by themselves, and there is often little more to say than to report yet another version of a common story. These ubiquitous tales include the following:

Tunnels

Any old building, and many that are quite recent, is likely to have a ‘secret tunnel’, often reportedly running to another named building. Occasionally, cellars, bricked-up vaults, or even sewers have been seen, but in most cases the legend has not even needed this stimulus, and seems to have been made up completely out of the blue. These tunnels are often said to have been used by monks, nuns, smugglers, Roman Catholic priests, highwaymen, or assorted kings and queens, with motives criminal, religious, amorous, or, if possible, all three. Sometimes tunnels do exist, of course, but prosaic functionality is not sufficient and it is actually the frisson of the word secret that really attracts people. In Croydon, for example, the late Victorian Town Hall and the two 1970s council office buildings face each other across two roads. They are very sensibly joined, at second-floor level, by a covered walkway, and, under the roads, by a service tunnel. I have many times been told, in hushed tones, that there is a secret tunnel joining these buildings, but nobody thinks the second-floor walkway, which is in plain sight, at all interesting.

Land given to the people

Whenever any piece of land, especially if previously an allotment or open ground, or a building which was previously a school or hospital, is to be sold for development, the rumour is circulated that the land was ‘given to the people’ and can ‘never be built on or sold off’. It is astonishing how firmly convinced people are of this fact, even though they have probably only recently been told it. In extreme cases, they take a failure to find any corroboration as proof of a conspiracy by the Council to keep the truth hidden.

Buildings built wrong

A particular building (especially one of striking or ugly appearance) was built that way by mistake. The architect had the plans upside down, or they were printed out back to front, and by the time they realised their mistake it was too late to rectify it. In some versions, the architect was so mortified that he committed suicide.

Ghosts

Probably the most common folkloric genre in current circulation at local level is the ghost story, and a plethora of booklets, ghost walks and local newspaper features confirm their continued popularity. There have been a number of good social histories of ghost beliefs, and a fascinating story they tell. But one thing that is clear is that ghosts have changed dramatically over the years, in their physical appearance, their reasons for staying around, their behaviour, and how the living can interact with them. The fact that these attributes have all altered with the times is one of the most telling reasons to be sceptical as to whether ghosts really exist.

As already indicated, one of the occupational hazards of being a folklorist is that we cannot leave anything alone. Faced with a story, we can never say simply ‘That’s a good story’, but we have to pick at it, deconstruct it, analyse why it is a good story, isolate the motifs and compare them with other stories, investigate why it is believed or how it has survived, find its roots and examine its forbears. We find this approach fascinating; others find it extremely irritating. However, if you are the kind of person who likes to probe rather than simply accept, the following pointers may help you when you next want to weigh the likelihood of a story you have been told:

(1) Always try reversing the story. The story is that the house is empty because it is haunted; the fact is that it is believed to be haunted because it is empty. The patch of land is not unused because it is a plague pit; it is believed to be a plague pit because it has been left unused.

(2) Recognise recurrent motifs. If the same story is told about three buildings, it is unlikely to be true of any of them. If it is told of six buildings, it is even less likely to be true.

(3) Identify the assumptions. Current assumptions include the notion that all items of folklore are ancient and probably pagan, but there is never any evidence to support the idea. ‘Touch wood’ does not go back to prehistoric times when we believed in tree spirits (which we probably did not), but stems from an early nineteenth century children’s game. Mistletoe was not banned from churches because the Druids regarded it as sacred, and so on.

(4) Recognise the formulae. Folklore thrives on formulae which pop up regularly: ‘Did you hear what happened to my wife’s cousin …?’ warns that a contemporary legend is about to be told, in the same way as the phrases ‘Once upon a time’ or ‘Knock knock’ herald fairy tales or jokes.

(5) Investigate the chronology. Did ‘Ring a Roses’ exist during or just after the plague? (No, its first recorded existence is in the 1880s.) When did people start saying the rhyme is about the plague? (About the 1950s.)

(6) Recognise spurious legitimating details. ‘ “Ring a Roses” is about the plague because sneezing was the first symptom of the disease’ (no, it was not), and ‘the sores were big red circles’ (no, they were not).

(7) Beware of tour guides. They may know a lot about their particular subject or building, but they are under immense pressure to make their talks fun and interesting, and they are not always overly concerned with the niceties of historical accuracy. Whenever a guide says ‘That’s why we say …’ take what follows with a pinch of salt.

(8) The more closely an explanation matches the modern facts, the more likely it is to be spurious, because one of the basic rules of folklore is that items change and develop over time. An old ‘custom’ will probably have changed dramatically over the years, so if the legend which explains it covers all the current details, it is bound to be itself quite modern. The principle is even more obvious with place-name ‘meanings’.

(9) But, most importantly of all, ask yourself: ‘Is the story at all likely?’

FOLKLORE AND SOCIAL HISTORY

It may be felt that an openly sceptical approach to legends and stories destroys one of life’s pleasures, but it is quite possible to enjoy a story without actually believing it. We do it all the time with fiction and television drama, and the tooth-fairy and Father Christmas have their uses without adults having to believe in them. And a story is often made more interesting when its development is revealed. To give one example, detailed in Westwood and Simpson’s excellent Lore of the Land (2005): we know that Margaret Pole, Countess of Salisbury, was executed at the Tower of London in 1541 on the orders of Henry VIII. A hundred years later, a story was circulating that she initially refused to submit to the executioner’s axe. By Victorian times she was said to have attempted to flee from her executioner, who proceeded to chase after her with his axe and hew her to the ground, and it is this gruesome scene, which never happened, that her ghost reputedly re-enacts on each anniversary of her death. Each retelling added a detail to the original account, adding a fresh twist to capture the imagination of each new generation.

The question of belief is not only crucial to an understanding of narratives, but is also central to other folklore genres, superstition in particular. A rule-of-thumb definition would be that a superstition is an irrational belief in luck, omens, spells and supernatural powers. It is astonishing how many superstitions existed in the past, but have largely been forgotten. Anything to do with health, childbirth and good fortune was cause for endless speculation and worry during periods of history when life could be very precarious, hence, for example, the widely held belief that the wearing of a necklace of blue beads kept bronchitis at bay. Although we like to pretend we are still superstitious, as a society we are infinitely more rational than we were only a century ago.

Another common genre of folklore is what were once called ‘vulgar errors’, which were often false scientific or legal misconceptions. It really was believed by probably the majority of the population in the mid nineteenth century, for example, that a horsehair thrown into a rainwater-butt would grow into an eel. It was also genuinely believed that pregnant women could not take a valid oath, and that what someone saw ‘through glass’ could not be admissible as evidence in court. We have our own ‘vulgar errors’ nowadays, of course. It is still sometimes said that putting a stamp upside down on an envelope is illegal – it being disrespectful to the Queen, and therefore treason – or that if you put a human tooth overnight in a glass of Coke it will have completely dissolved by morning.

The bulk of modern folklore is therefore a complex web of legends, rumours, superstitions, and vulgar errors. A few selections from the Talking Folklore online discussion list in 2008 gives a good flavour of this range: the height of Nelson’s Column is carefully designed so that Nelson can see the sea from up there; the pyramid top of the Canary Wharf tower is a Masonic design, deliberately designed as an anti-Christian symbol; the arrow of Eros in Piccadilly Circus is pointing at something significant (but the contributor had forgotten what); the three-legged water tower on Addington Hills was the inspiration for H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds; everyone knows that Henry VIII ‘exploded’ in his coffin outside the London Apprentice pub in Isleworth when being transported down the Thames; the lions at the north entrance of the British Museum stand up and stretch when they hear the clock strike midnight; the lions in Trafalgar Square face outwards, to guard Nelson, but the sphinxes around Cleopatra’s Needle face inwards, to protect London from its occult power; the reason why there is a kink in the Piccadilly line as it passes under Brompton Oratory is that it is swerving to avoid a plague pit; a black statue of Horus hawk in the Egyptian collection at the British Museum used to stand by a much-used corridor and its beak was splendidly polished by passers-by touching it; the foot of the statue of St Peter in Westminster Cathedral is well polished by the kisses of the Roman Catholic faithful; a public fire burned continuously in Spitalfields from 1682 to the 1980s as part of the market’s charter to always provide a fire for the homeless; there is no number 13 in Fleet St, Park Lane, Oxford Street, Praed Street, St James’s Street, Haymarket, and Grosvenor Street, and so on.

THE RANGE OF THIS BOOK

Geographically speaking, the idea of London is not simple, and has meant different things to different people at different times. In some cases the name signifies just the square mile of the City of London, but at other times it encompasses the central districts such as the City and Westminster, and bits of the borough of Camden, which reaches as far south as Holborn. But then there is the old London County Council area (1888–1965), which included all the present inner London boroughs, and later the Greater London Council (1965–86), which created the London Borough system, abolished Middlesex as an administrative unit, and took in huge chunks of Kent, Surrey, Hertfordshire, and Essex.

But the whole thing is complicated by the Post Office, which went its own sweet way in labelling areas to suit its own purposes. Back in the nineteenth century, it gave London postal district numbers to many parts of the outer area, which were still administratively in other counties. People could therefore live in, say, Surrey, but have an SW or SE London postal address. Even further confusion has resulted since 1965, and many people who now live in outer London still have Essex or Kent postal addresses, even though their houses have technically been in London for over forty years. More recently, businesses have started referring to the M25 area as if it were synonymous with Greater London.

For the purposes of this book, London comprises the London boroughs, as defined in 1965, although I occasionally cheat a little and include some areas which extend beyond the boundary, such as Epping Forest. Boroughs are grouped together into areas, such as West, North, East, and so on, which works reasonably well, but throws up a few anomalies where the areas overlap. Please use the index and the maps if you feel you are getting lost.

It is only remains to say that if you find this book and its lore interesting and would like to contribute any material for a future edition or second volume, I would be pleased to hear from you; either c/o the publishers or at sroud@btinternet.com.
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CITY OF LONDON

ALDGATE HIGH STREET: ST BOTOLPH’S CHURCH

AT ST BOTOLPH’S church, Aldgate High Street, in late February or early March, a commemorative service is held in honour of Sir John Cass (1660?–1718). Sir John was a wealthy member of the City’s commercial elite and served as Alderman, Sheriff, and Member of Parliament, making enough money to contribute significantly to education in his community. The service is therefore attended by the staff and pupils of Sir John Cass Foundation Primary School, the only primary school in the City but one of three educational institutions to bear Cass’s name.

All the congregation carry or wear red feathers in his honour, as this has become his identifying symbol. The story is told that he suffered a major haemorrhage while writing his will, and that the quill pen in his hand was dyed red as a result. It is more likely that the red feathers are a reference to one on his coat of arms. Sir John was actually buried at St Mary’s, Whitechapel, but was baptised at St Botolph’s, which is why they claim him as their own.

Modern legends are quite fond of body parts turning up in odd places, and according to one rather bizarre notion, St Botolph’s has a severed head on show in a glass case. Hapless Henry Grey, Duke of Suffolk (1517–54), was executed at the Tower of London for his part in the conspiracy to prevent Queen Mary’s marriage to Philip of Spain. According to a letter in the Essex Countryside (1959/60):

By some strange chance, Henry Grey’s head rolled away into some loose shavings, where it lay for many years. The shavings acted as a preservative and when the head was eventually discovered it was found to be in a remarkable state of preservation. Even today this head is unusually intact considering its age, the sword-cuts at the base of the skull being clearly visible. I would urge your less squeamish readers to view this unique phenomenon. It is kept at the church, and may be seen on application.

[image: image]

Leaving aside the highly dubious notion that wood shavings are such an effective preservative, the story presumes that there were no rats or other creatures around to bother the head while it was quietly mummifying itself. Nevertheless, it is true that the church had a mummified head on show in the past, although the identity of the owner was not known. It has now been buried.

BASINGHALL STREET: GUILDHALL

For most Londoners before the Second World War, Gog and Magog were the names of the two wooden giants, fourteen feet tall, who guarded the entrance to the Guildhall, although learned people maintained that one was named Gogmagog and the other Corineus. These figures had been carved by Captain Richard Saunders in 1708, and would be there still if they had not been destroyed in an air raid in 1940. Two statues were commissioned to replace them, but they now stand inside the Guildhall building – presumably for their own protection.

Gog and Magog have had a long association with London, even if their names and early history are complex. The words appear in the Bible (Ezekiel 38–9 and Revelation 20), but not in any context which connects them with giants, and it was in medieval times that this link is first made clear, in the History of the Kings of Britain, the mythical history of Britain compiled by Geoffrey of Monmouth in around 1136 – although it is not apparent how much of the story was invented by him and how much was based on existing traditions.

According to Geoffrey, Brutus of Troy arrived in Britain and found it peopled with giants which he and his followers set about destroying. While in Cornwall the Trojans killed all of the giants except one, Goemagot, who was set to wrestle in single combat with their champion Corineus. The latter won the fight by throwing his opponent off the cliffs on to the rocks below. In a later edition of the story, however, Gog and Magog have become two giants who Brutus captures and chains to the doors of his palace in London to act as porters, and this is the root of their connection with the Guildhall and their association with the centre of the City’s government.

[image: image]
According to legend, Gog and Magog were two giants captured by Brutus, the Trojan prince who was popularly believed to have founded the kingdom of Britain. Their statues, shown here in a rather crude nineteenth-century engraving, guarded the entrance to the Guildhall until they were destroyed by an air raid in 1940. They have since been replaced.


Giants were also popular figures, in Britain as elsewhere in Europe, in processions and pageants from at least the Middle Ages to the seventeenth century. For this purpose, they were made of wickerwork and cloth, and were light enough for someone to stand inside and carry along. Processional figures such as these needed frequent repair and replacement, but when not in use they were put on display at the Guildhall, so that people grew accustomed to their presence. When the building was rebuilt after the Great Fire, Saunders’ wooden statues replaced the old portable ones.

There are indications that Gog and Magog were used by parents as ‘frightening figures’ to keep their children in line, and the following long-running story was reported by London writer Walter Bell in his More About Unknown London (1921):

Every day, I learnt [when about six years old], when the giants hear the clock strike twelve they come down to dinner. How anxious I was to be in Guildhall at that hour of noon, to see them clamber off their pedestals and stalk hungry away. In what gigantic cooking-pot was that gargantuan meal prepared? Where was it served?

BLACKFRIARS BRIDGE

The bridges over the Thames all have reputations for being magnets for those wishing to commit suicide, and this forms the background for one of Elliott O’Donnell’s ghost stories in his Ghosts of London (1932). As a postman was walking across Blackfriars Bridge early one autumn morning, a tall woman in black and a policeman were the only people in sight:

Suddenly the woman commenced climbing on to the wall of the bridge. Feeling sure she was about to commit suicide, the postman ran towards her, to try to prevent her, but was too late, for she had disappeared. However, off came his coat, and he was about to jump into the river, to try to save her, when the policeman, who, as he must have seen what had just taken place, appeared to be somewhat callous, stopped him. ‘Put on your coat again,’ he said, catching him by the arm. ‘It is of no use jumping in. What you saw was no living person, it was a ghost.’

He claimed to have seen exactly the same thing before, and suggested that if the postman did not believe him he should come back at the same time the next day.

The same hour the following morning, found him again on the bridge, and the very same thing occurred … ‘Well,’ the same policeman who was standing by, observed, ‘didn’t I tell you so? I’ve seen her do the same thing, at the same hour, for seven consecutive mornings. I’m told it won’t happen again (it’s what they call periodical haunting) for a good many years, and I’m thankful for that, as it’s a bit trying on one’s nerves.’

See also KINGSWAY.

BRIDGE STREET: BRIDEWELL ROYAL HOSPITAL

Bridewell Royal Hospital was founded in 1553, in the old royal palace of Bridewell, situated between Fleet Street and Blackfriars. The palace had been built by Henry VIII thirty years previously, but was lying empty when Nicholas Ridley, Bishop of London, suggested to Edward VI that it be used as a new institution for the poor and unemployed. The hospital became a combination of workshop, school, and workhouse, and other similar institutions also became known as Bridewells, but they gained an unpleasant reputation for harsh treatment, and were also used as prisons. By the mid nineteenth century, however, the various aspects of the institutions were separated, and the school began to build the solid reputation for education for which it is still known today. When the school moved to Witley, Surrey, in 1867, its name was changed to King Edward’s School, but the staff and students remember their City origins when they attend a founder’s day service at St Bride’s church in Fleet Street each year on the second Tuesday in March. The service is often attended by the Lord Mayor.

CANNON STREET: LONDON STONE

Set into the wall of an empty building in Cannon Street, behind a fancy iron grille, and totally ignored by the office workers rushing past, is a stone that some people believe is the most important piece of masonry in the city, and is almost certainly one of the oldest above ground. It is called the London Stone. The metal plaque on the site records:

This is a fragment of the original piece of limestone once securely fixed in the ground now fronting Cannon Street Station. Removed in 1742 to the north side of the street, in 1798 it was built into the south wall of the church of St Swithun London Stone which stood here until demolished in 1962. Its origin and purpose are unknown, but in 1188 there was a reference to Henry, son of Elwyn de Londenstane, subsequently Lord Mayor of London.

Even earlier references exist. The London chronicler John Stow, for example, claimed in 1598 that he had found a reference to the stone in a book dating from the reign of the Saxon king Ethelstane (925–40), although it is now suggested that the document to which he referred actually dates from between 1098 and 1108. From that time onwards, the stone is mentioned in passing in a variety of documents, and by numerous chroniclers, poets, playwrights, and others.
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Roman milestone or part of the first Lord Mayor’s house? The original purpose of the London Stone has been the cause of ceaseless speculation for centuries. This engraving shows the stone as it appeared when it was built into the south wall of the church of St Swithun. When the church was demolished in 1962, the London Stone was reset into the wall of a now empty building in Cannon Street.



As the plaque states, the origin of the stone is not known, but it has long had the unfortunate capacity to attract theories about origin and purpose that are at best conjectural and often completely fanciful. The more down-to-earth ideas can be summarised as follows: it was the central Roman milestone, from which all distances in England were measured; it marked the boundary of the Roman city; it marked the exact centre of the medieval city; it was where people met their creditors to pay their debts; it was a place where people pinned up important notices; or it is the last remaining part of the first Lord Mayor’s house, which was special at the time because it was the only one made of stone.

But present-day theorists are more concerned with the stone’s symbolic meaning rather than its practical use, and it has been widely argued that the stone has previously been imbued with religious, civic or patriotic meaning and power. The wilder end of these claims includes the idea that it was brought by Brutus when he founded the city; that it is the last remaining evidence of a series of sacred monoliths (like a version of Stonehenge), used by Druids in their worship; or even that it is an integral part of the ley-line system which underlies the secret psychogeography of London. But the most pervasive of all, because in one sense or other it nourishes all the ‘symbolic’ theories, is the idea that the stone embodies the soul of the city, and it is therefore intimately concerned with the capital’s welfare; if it falls or is destroyed, then London will fall.

Another persistent thread in the mythical history built around the stone stems from the scene in Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 2, first performed about 1591. Jack Cade, the leader of the Kentish Rebellion, strikes the stone with his sword (although in some editions it is his staff) and declares, of himself, ‘Now is Mortimer lord of this city.’ It is not clear whether or not this was a real historical incident. Shakespeare based this scene on one or more of the historical chronicles that were available in his time, only some of which include this incident, and their accuracy is not guaranteed. But even if Cade did this, there is no indication from any other source that this was any more than a dramatic impromptu action. Yet later writers have taken this scene as firm evidence of an ancient belief that striking the stone in such a way was the key part of a ritual which legitimated any leader’s claim to authority, in particular that no Lord Mayor could take office until he had struck the stone with his sword.

All these invented traditions and spurious histories are fully examined, and found wanting, in a so-far unpublished paper, ‘London Stone: The Stone of Brutus?’ by John Clark of the Museum of London. Clark demonstrates that a survey of writings on the London Stone is an object lesson in how legend is a poor basis on which to build a history. He examines the work of writers who have either simply invented a history to suit their own purposes, or who have taken an isolated incident, real or imagined, assumed it to be indicative of a long-standing tradition, and have then extrapolated to build a history with no foundation. Later writers accept these suggestions and build further, but it is a game of smoke and mirrors.

The truth is extremely prosaic. All that can be said safely is that the London Stone has been a landmark since at least the eleventh century, sufficiently well known to give its name to the surrounding area, but there is no evidence that it was imbued with any symbolic or ritual power or meaning.

CHEAPSIDE: ST MARY-LE-BOW CHURCH

The earliest known written reference to the word cockney appeared in 1521, and in all the early sources the word is used in derision, to denote a stupid or even effete Londoner, ignorant of country ways and of the real world. John Minsheu’s Ductor in Linguas (1617), as quoted in the OED, provides an origin-story:



The Lord Mayor’s Show




[image: image]
A depiction of the Lord Mayor’s Show taken from the 1877 edition of St Nicholas Magazine for Boys and Girls.


The Lord Mayor’s Show is one of the major high points of London pageantry. Popular with visitors and locals alike, it attracts over half a million spectators in person and many more who tune in to watch it on the television. It previously took place on 9 November, but in deference to the tourist trade, and to avoid gumming up the City streets on a weekday, it is now held on the second Saturday in November. The event is organised by a pageantmaster, and the procession takes a circular route from the Guildhall, covering 1.7 miles and taking at least an hour to pass one spot. The 2007 event included over 6,000 people in 250 vehicles and 70 floats.

Technically speaking, of course, it is not the thousands of people in the procession who are important, but the one person in the ceremonial gilded horse-drawn coach, which dates from 1757. The new Lord Mayor is elected by the members of the Court of Aldermen on or around 29 September (Michaelmas Day), and his or her first official act is to visit the Royal Courts of Justice in order to swear the oath of allegiance to the Crown. This tradition dates from 1215, about twenty-five years after the Mayoralty was established, when a charter of King John stipulated that an oath of allegiance must be taken. In the earliest times, the new Mayor simply rode over to the Courts from his residence, or went by barge, with a few attendants, but this journey gradually grew in pomp and circumstance as the office grew in importance.

The Show has had its ups and downs, and its content has reflected the political and economic preoccupations of the time. Before the Reformation it was primarily a religious event, but later on patriotic and military themes were drawn into the celebrations, and during the time of the Commonwealth it fell into abeyance. The middle of the nineteenth century was a particularly low point, when, according to Robert Chambers’ Book of Days (1864), many people deemed it ‘simply ludicrous’. Twenty years later, however, things had improved and the focus had become a typically late Victorian combination of education, technological advances, and the celebration of Britain’s imperial might, as can be seen in this extract from the Illustrated London News of 17 November 1883:

The procession contained no men in armour, or meaningless family costumes, but it included Grace Darling’s boat, a life-boat with its crew, and a rocket apparatus, for saving lives from shipwreck; a trophy of the Fisheries, composed of nets, spars and oars, ropes, buoys, baskets, and other fishing-gear, from the late Exhibition; and several trophies of India and the Colonies, which were original, if not quite appropriate in design. That of India consisted of natives standing among palm-trees, with a stuffed tiger above, followed by two elephants; that of Canada, a backwoodsman, amidst pine-logs and piles of corn-sacks with beavers and bears.




A Cockney or Cockny, applied only to one born within the sound of Bow-bell, that is within the City of London, which term came first out of this tale: That a citizen’s son riding with his father … into the country … asked, when he heard a horse neigh, what the horse did, his father answered the horse doth neigh; riding farther he heard a cock crow, and said doth the cock neigh too? and therefore Cockney or Cocknie, by inversion … raw or ripe in country-men’s affairs.

The real origin of the word is obscure, and it has therefore attracted a number of theories and guesses. Minsheu’s story implies that the word was originally pronounced cock-nay, and this agrees with the best suggestion, given in the OED, that it derives from cocken, meaning ‘cock’s’, and ay, an early pronunciation of ‘egg’. Certainly, in many country districts, any small, malformed or useless egg has long been called a cock’s egg and is said to have been laid by the cockerel.

CLEMENT’S LANE: ST CLEMENT EASTCHEAP CHURCH

There was a strong and popular tradition in local parishes for Easter to be seen as a time for good neighbourhood and brotherly love, which often resulted in customary meals or the sharing of bread or cakes in the church. A bequest in the will of Robert Halliday, dated 6 May 1491, gave five shillings to the churchwardens of St Clement, Eastcheap, each year, to entertain local people who were ‘at variance with each other’, to induce them to ‘better neighbourhood, and to beget brotherly love amongst them’. If there happened to be nobody in such a condition, the money was to be spent on the parishioners at the local tavern, on Shere Tuesday (the Tuesday before Good Friday).

See also CHURCH ROAD, TWICKENHAM: ST MARY THE VIRGIN CHURCH.

CLOTH FAIR, SMITHFIELD: HAND AND SHEARS PUB

For 722 years, a regular highlight of the Londoner’s summer entertainment was a trip to Bartholomew Fair at Smithfield. Of all the fairs in reach of London – Barnet, Southwark, Greenwich, Fairlop – St Bartholomew’s was the oldest, the greatest and the one that Londoners claimed as their own local fair. It was founded by a charter of Henry I, granted to the Prior of St Bartholomew’s church and priory, Smithfield, in 1133. At the dissolution of the monasteries in 1539, it was taken over by the City of London, and from then on was officially proclaimed each year by the Lord Mayor himself. The fair started, appropriately, on St Bartholomew’s Day (24 August) but its duration varied over the years, from three days to three weeks.

Once the formalities of opening were over, the Mayor and Alderman went for a ceremonial dinner, and the fun of the fair could commence. A German traveller called Keutzner noted in 1598 that:

A parcel of live rabbits are turned loose among the crowd, which are pursued by a number of boys, who endeavour to catch them with all the noise they can make.

[image: image]
For over 700 years – until 1855 – Bartholomew Fair was one of the highlights of London life, its theatrical booths proving particularly popular. This nineteenth-century engraving shows a troupe of actors playing out the biblical story of the beautiful Hebrew widow Judith, who beheaded the Assyrian general Holofernes.


Bartholomew was originally designed as a trade fair, and for many years it was the most important event in the year for the cloth industry. Chambers’ Book of Days (1864) noted that the cloth-workers had previously had their own customs at the fair, including a burlesque proclamation the evening before by a company of drapers and tailors. They met at the Hand and Shears, their local pub, in a lane called Cloth-Fair, running parallel to Bartholomew Close, from whence they marched, shears in hand, to the same place that the Lord Mayor would stand for the real opening. A road called Cloth Fair survives in Smithfield, and there is still a Hand & Shears pub.

In its heyday, Bartholomew Fair was particularly known for its large theatrical booths, presenting everything from Shakespeare to the latest comedies and farces; in addition there were puppet shows, dancing booths, menageries, wild-beast shows, tightrope walkers, freak shows, gingerbread stalls, and of course every kind of food and drink imaginable, but particularly roast pork. It is difficult in these days of ready money, and the abundance of shops and places of entertainment, to understand how important were the few days of fun and freedom that events like these provided for the working-class Londoner of the past. James Grant’s Sketches in London (1840) gives an indication in just one small area:

In the sweetmeat and toy department of the Fair, the variety and abundance are so great that you are quite confounded with the scene. I have heard a young man ask his sweetheart what she would like, pointing to a stall on which were displayed, in rich abundance and most tempting condition, sweetmeats innumerable: and I have seen her so completely at a loss to make up her mind as to which she would prefer, that the fable of the ass perishing of hunger between two bundles of hay, has come across my mind … In fact it is no uncommon thing, in such circumstances, for the lover to be obliged to decide, as well as to pay, for the object of his affections.

By the turn of the nineteenth century, many of the country’s older fairs were under pressure because they had outgrown their original purpose and had become notorious for rowdy behaviour. The inner-city fairs like Bartholomew had also outgrown their physical bounds, as building developments grew up around them, and the new local residents began to complain. The opposition to Bartholomew Fair came from many quarters: religious people deplored the moral depravity of the proceedings; magistrates condemned the crime the fair engendered; and local people hated the noise, the mess and the crowds. As early as 1786 The Times was complaining:

Much has been said relative to the return of Bartholomew Fair and of the great nuisance it is to the neighbouring inhabitants, whilst it continues. That it collects together a numerous tribe of thieves and pickpockets we readily admit, and, without question, a total suppression of it is devoutly to be wished.

But the opposition took a long time to suppress the fair and it lingered on for many years, finally going out with a whimper rather than a bang. Because the fair belonged to the Corporation of London rather than a private individual or other institution, the authorities decided to use various powers to remove its ‘abuses’ piecemeal, instead of tackling it head-on. The rent that the showmen had to pay was sharply increased, the length of the fair was strictly confined to three days, regulations about the restriction of pavements were tightened, and so on. Perhaps the real death-blow was the Act for Regulating Theatres (1843), which gave the Corporation the power to ban all theatrical performances at the fair. As this included every ‘tragedy, comedy, farce, opera, barletta, interlude, melodrama, pantomime, or other entertainment of the stage, or any part thereof’, many of the shows for which the fair was famous were removed at a stroke. By 1850, hardly any stallholders were bothering to turn up, and the great Bartholomew was proclaimed for the last time in 1855.

[image: image]
The title-page of an eighteenth-century pamphlet written by Oliver Goldsmith claiming to tell the truth about the Cock Lane ghost. Note the mistake made with the printing date: 1742 predates the alleged ghostly events by seven years.


See also ST MARGARET’S HILL, SOUTHWARK.

COCK LANE, SMITHFIELD

Cock Lane is an inconspicuous, narrow thoroughfare, off Giltspur Street, Smithfield, which suddenly acquired international fame in 1762 when a house in the road became the scene of one of the best-known hauntings in London’s history. The proceedings were heavily reported in many of the newspapers and pamphlets of the time, and were briefly the talk of the town, but it is unlikely that such an obscure and ultimately unconvincing ghost story would have had such a lasting impact if the ghost had not accused somebody of its murder. It is because of this fame that we know so much more about this incident than many other scares which were, in comparison, mere nine-day wonders.

In 1749, William Kent, recently arrived from Norfolk, was living with his late wife’s sister Fanny. They were posing as man and wife, and lodging at the home of Richard Parsons and his family, in Cock Lane. Parsons owed money to Kent, and relations between them were becoming strained. While Kent was away, Fanny shared a room with Parsons’ twelve-year-old daughter Elizabeth and became aware of odd scratching noises in her room. On William’s return, the Kents changed their lodgings, but sadly Fanny died of smallpox a short time later. Back at Cock Lane, it was suggested that it was the ghost of Kent’s first wife who was causing the scratching noise, but all went quiet until two years later when the noises returned with new vigour. It was now claimed that the renewed rappings were in fact Fanny’s ghost, which could not rest because Kent had, it claimed, poisoned her with arsenic in her drink. The house already had something of a local reputation for being haunted, but rumours of this new development spread like wildfire across London, and crowds began flocking to hear the noises, which would sometimes answer individual questions (once for yes, twice for no). Parsons charged an admittance fee, and local pubs did a roaring trade; the events were avidly reported in the papers, and songs and plays on the subject rapidly followed.

By all accounts the crowds that gathered were drawn from every class, and ranged from awestruck believers to those out for a laugh, but the Parsons family had many respectable supporters, in particular the Revd John Moore, a young clergyman of Methodist leanings, who avidly believed in the ghost. Nevertheless, another group of gentleman, including Dr Johnson and others with connections to Kent, decided to investigate, and arranged to visit and stay in the house. Particular attention focused on young Elizabeth Parsons, who claimed to be the only one who could see the spirit, which only seemed to be active when she was around.

The tide of educated public opinion turned when the ghost rashly promised that on a certain day she would rap on Fanny’s coffin in the crypt at St John’s, Clerkenwell, but although the investigating committee gathered at the appointed time, nothing happened. With the approval of the Lord Mayor, Elizabeth was taken to another house and closely interrogated and secretly watched, and she was seen to hide a piece of wood in her nightclothes. It became clear that the whole thing had been a fraud from start to finish, with Elizabeth, and probably both parents, as the perpetrators.

William Kent was understandably highly vexed by the whole affair, which he claimed had ruined his business and his life, and he was adamant that the imposture should be publicly exposed so that he could clear his name. He ensured that the principals involved, including Parsons and his wife, Moore, and some of those involved in publishing the accusations against him, were arrested and charged ‘for conspiracy to take away the life of William Kent by charging him with the murder of Frances Lynes by giving her poison whereof she died’. They were all found guilty, and Parsons was placed in the pillory three times, and then served two years in jail. But the feelings of the local populace were made plain when instead of throwing stones and rotten vegetables at him, they took up a collection to help ease his time in prison.

Supporters and detractors continued to carry out a war of words in the newspapers, but the sceptics had gained the upper hand, and there followed a torrent of mockery against those who had believed in the ghost. The affair was given extra edge by being caught up in one of the major religious controversies of the day, caused by the rise of John Wesley’s Methodists. These individuals were already under fire for their gullibility over things supernatural and their penchant for whipping up their congregations into a frenzy, and Revd Moore’s role in giving the Parsons family’s story widespread credibility was particularly open to criticism. Within months of the affair, Hogarth had published his savagely satirical print Credulity, Superstition and Fanaticism: A Medley, which portrayed a Methodist meeting and included references to a number of exposed supernatural frauds, including the Cock Lane ghost.

But there are always those who regard any exposure as a conspiracy, or as rigged in favour of the establishment, and whose belief is actually strengthened by a little opposition. Thus it was claimed at the time that Elizabeth had been forced to cheat by the aggressive treatment of her interrogators, and also that the reason why the ghost could not appear in the crypt was that Kent had secretly moved Fanny’s coffin to another place. In response, a group of worthies accompanied Kent into the crypt to prove that Fanny’s body was where it should be, and they found it to be in an advanced state of decay. Similarly, other traditions lingered on, or were created. Charles Mackay’s Extraordinary Popular Delusions (1841), for example, includes a footnote which claims that about seven years previously, one J. W. Archer was sketching in the crypt of St John’s, Clerkenwell, when a coffin was pointed out to him as that of ‘Scratching Fanny’. The body inside was of a young woman, extremely well preserved, but bearing no marks of smallpox, and the state of the body was claimed to be consistent with arsenic poisoning.

Despite countless articles and at least three books on the subject, some modern writers still claim that the Cock Lane haunting has ‘never been explained’.

COLLEGE HILL: ST MICHAEL PATERNOSTER CHURCH

Lord Mayor Richard Whittington (see DICK WHITTINGTON) made many benefactions in his will, and one of these was for the rebuilding of St Michael Paternoster church, in College Hill, where he and his wife were buried in an ornate and costly tomb. The almsmen of another of his charitable creations, the Whittington Hospital, were instructed to gather round his tomb after divine service to pray for his and his wife’s souls, but poor Richard was not to rest easy for long. According to John Stow’s Survey of London (1598):

This Richard Whittington was in this church three times buried: first by his executors under a fair monument; then in the reign of Edward VI, the parson of that church, thinking some great riches, as he said, to be buried with him, caused his monument to be broken, his body to be spoiled in his leaden sheet, and again the second time to be buried; and in the reign of Queen Mary the parishioners were forced to take him up, to lap him in lead as afore, to bury him the third time, and to place his monument, or the like, over him again, which remaineth, and so he resteth.

St Michael Paternoster was rebuilt by Wren between 1686 and 1694, a steeple was added in 1713, but it was also damaged in the Second World War. The church is now the chapel and headquarters of the Missions to Seafarers, and features a modern Whittington window, by John Hayward, and a memorial tablet detailing the position of his original tomb.

When the Second World War bomb damage to the church was being repaired, the builders discovered a mummified cat, which immediately started the notion that Whittington’s cat must have been buried with him. Oddly enough, however, mummified cats are not particularly rare in old buildings. They have been reported in various parts of the country, hidden in walls and attics, and mostly in domestic settings. There seems to be no documentary evidence as to why they were placed there, but the known examples strongly suggest a symbolic or even magical purpose. By far the most likely explanation is that they were believed to keep rats and mice away from the building.

FARRINGDON STREET

If you walk up Farringdon Street from Fleet Street, you are following the line of the Fleet Ditch, or River, which is now underground, having been incorporated into the sewer system in the 1860s. The Fleet was previously one of the most important watercourses that ran into the Thames; rising at Hampstead, and flowing through what is now Camden Town, King’s Cross, Farringdon and reaching the Thames near Blackfriars Bridge. Until the sixteenth century it was used for river transport, and its banks were lined with mills, wharves and factories. But it was also the main sewer for the surrounding area and became a major health hazard. Only those who could afford nothing better would choose to frequent its banks, and this is the setting for the following account in Elliott O’Donnell’s Haunted Waters (1957):

Numbers 2 and 3 West Street, demolished in the 1860s, close to the Fleet River … Built by an affluent Gipsy, they served conjointly the purpose of a tavern and an inn, which became the resort of fences, robbers, and every kind of criminal. There were sliding panels, secret staircases, cupboards for storing stolen goods, and trapdoors, which afforded a means of escape and of dropping bodies of victims into the Fleet, to be borne speedily by the current into the Thames. Many cruel, dark deeds were perpetuated in the inn. Strangers in London were decoyed by attractive women, confederates of the robbers, to the inn, where they were robbed and murdered. Once within the walls of the inn there was no hope of escape and no mercy. It was small wonder that stories of ghostly happenings in the inn and in the Fleet were constantly circulated.

The motif of the murderous inn-keeper is widespread throughout the country, and towns from Colnbrook in Buckinghamshire to Shepton Mallet in Somerset have local versions of this story.

FENCHURCH STREET

In 1707, the mysterious ‘E.B.’ of Ludgate printed a chapbook entitled The Constant, but Unhappy Lovers, a story set in Fenchurch Street. As is common with this type of publication, the title-page provides an excellent synopsis:

Being a full and true relation of one Madam Butler, a young gentlewoman, and a great heiress at Hackney boarding-school, who being by her father forced to marry Mr Harvey a rich merchant’s son near Fanchurch [sic] Street, against her will; one Mr Perpoint, a young gentleman of considerable estate, who had courted her above two years, grew so discontented that he went a volunteer to the wars in Spain, where being mortally wounded at the late Battle of Almanza, he writ a letter with his own blood, therein putting a bracelet of Madam Butler’s hair, and then ordering his servant to bake his heart to a powder after his death, he charg’d him to deliver them in a box to the abovesaid gentlewoman. His man came to England, and went on the 6th of June to deliver the present to Madam Butler, but it was took away by her husband, who gave her the powder in a dish of tea, which when she knew what she had drank, and saw the bloody letter and bracelet, she said it was the last she would ever eat and drink and accordingly going to bed, she was found dead in the morning, with a copy of verses lying by her on a table, written in her own blood.

As David Blamires pointed out in an article in Folklore (1993), this is a version of an old and widespread tale, called by folklorists ‘The Eaten Heart’, which has been recorded from oral traditions in India and North America as well as across Europe. But the key point about E.B.’s The Constant, but Unhappy Lovers is the skilful way in which the writer has updated the story (drinking tea, fighting in Spain) and localised it (Hackney, Fenchurch Street), so that the reader of the day would certainly have related to its content, and would have been much more likely to regard it as a true story.

FENCHURCH STREET: STAR ALLEY

Until the Burial of Suicides Act of 1823, the bodies of suicides were deliberately treated badly, and friends of the deceased often tried to circumvent official procedures by carrying out a quiet burial of their own. Sometimes the authorities turned a blind eye, but usually they did not, as revealed in this brief reference from the Gentleman’s Magazine of August 1755:

One Barlow a bookseller in Star Alley, Fenchurch Street, shot his child of two years old which died instantly, and then himself in at the mouth … After a few days he died of the wound, and the jury upon the inquest found him guilty of felo de se. His friends took away the body and buried it; of which the Lord Mayor being informed, ordered it to be dug up, and put in a hole made for that purpose in the cross roads at the upper end of Moorfields, and a stake drove through the body.

See also SUICIDE BURIALS.

FLEET LANE

This brief mention of the surprisingly widespread custom of ‘selling a wife’ appeared in the Country Journal on 6 September 1729:

Last Wednesday one Everet, of Fleet Lane, sold his wife to one Griffin of Long Lane for a 3s bowl of punch; who, we hear, hath since complained of having a bad bargain

See also WIFE-SELLING.

[image: image]
Wife-selling, particularly at local markets, was formerly widespread, one instance being recorded at Fleet Lane in 1729. It was commonly believed that such transactions were a legal form of divorce.


FLEET STREET: HEN AND CHICKEN’S YARD

The tale of Sweeney Todd, the demon barber of Fleet Street, is one of those remarkably tenacious stories which is re-launched for every generation with a new adaptation, stage play, or film, and which, despite its origins as an archetypal ‘penny dreadful’, continues to capture the public imagination as a true story. The story, which is either horrific or ludicrous, depending on whether you find Gothic novels gripping or ineffably silly, clearly strikes a chord with many people, and was a major influence on many other hits of the genre, such as Dracula and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.

The core of the story is that a barber, Sweeney Todd, has a special chair that precipitates selected customers into the basement, where their throats are cut and their valuables and clothes stolen. As if this were not sufficiently horrible, Todd has an arrangement with Mrs Lovett, a nearby pastry cook, to dispose of the bodies in her famous pies.

The true beginnings of the Sweeney Todd story as we know it are suitably murky, and despite a great deal of scholarly attention being devoted to the question in recent years, we still do not know for sure who wrote it. It is likely that the author was one of the anonymous hacks who made their living writing for the publisher Edward Lloyd. He specialised in pirated editions, plagiarised versions of popular authors such as Dickens and Ainsworth, sensational horror stories and what came to be known as penny dreadfuls. The two leading contenders are Lloyd’s best-known hacks, Thomas Prest and James Rymer, but we will probably never know for sure which one.

What is known is that the story first appeared in print as The String of Pearls: A Romance, which was serialised in Lloyd’s short-lived periodical People’s Periodical and Family Library, from November 1846 to March 1847. It was popular enough to be adapted for the stage before the last part was even published, and Lloyd published a much-expanded version of the story as The String of Pearls or A Sailor’s Gift in 1850. From then on, there were countless reprints, adaptations, stage versions and even pantomimes, as the story entered the general consciousness of popular culture, and the name of the main character became adopted as the title of the piece.

It is also clear that Lloyd’s staff-writer did not invent the story from scratch, but was recycling existing elements, and the core motif was already in the air some years before the public birth of the story. Charles Dickens, for example, had obviously heard of people being made into pies in London at least two years earlier. In Martin Chuzzlewit (1844), at the end of Chapter 36 and beginning of Chapter 37, Tom Pinch gets lost in the big city:

‘I don’t know what John will think of me. He’ll begin to be afraid I have strayed into one of those streets where the countrymen are murdered; and that I have been made meat-pies of, or some such horrible thing.’ Tom’s evil genius did not lead him into the dens of any of those preparers of cannibalistic pastry, who are represented in many standard country legends as doing a lively retail business in the Metropolis.

In the next few sentences Dickens briefly mentions other stories of what happens to country bumpkins in the evil city. The theme of the demon barber and meat pies was certainly not new at the time, and had several other published antecedents, for example the short story in the periodical Tell-Tale of about 1824, set in Paris; a report in the London Chronicle from 2 December 1784; and stories in France set in the time of the French Revolution, and others in Venice. In addition to the literary investigations into the story and its antecedents, there has been a sub-stratum of those who argue, not particularly convincingly, that Todd was a real person, but there is no evidence to support such wishful thinking.



The Great Plague




[image: image]
Daniel Defoe, whose Journal of the Plague Year provides a fascinating insight into the beliefs and superstitions that were in circulation around the time of the Great Plague.



It is a truism of folklore research that the incidence of superstition in society rises sharply in times of uncertainty and danger, so it is no surprise that an outbreak of disease on the scale of the 1665 plague, whose cause and treatment were unknown at the time, engendered countless examples of rumours, panics and legends that circulated widely and rapidly among a bewildered and frightened population.

A superb source of information is Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, first published in 1722, although the book’s historical accuracy should not be taken for granted. Despite being written convincingly in the first person, it is not the eyewitness diary it purports to be, as Defoe himself was born in 1660, and was only five when the outbreak occurred. His claim that the journal was compiled by one ‘H.F.’, a saddler from Whitechapel, is also unsubstantiated, but it has been shown that he used many genuine contemporary sources, and the book is best viewed as a particularly accurate form of historical fiction. Many of his descriptions are corroborated by other writers of the time, in particular diarists such as Samuel Pepys.

Defoe’s account teems with prophecies, rumours, stories, superstitions, and methods of prevention and cure, but he retains a healthy degree of scepticism, and is acutely aware that hearsay is often unreliable. He is one of the earliest writers to recognise the type of story which we would now
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