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Introduction

The view of London from Waterloo Bridge is of a mess – an eccentric, unplanned, maddening, exhilarating mess. I have seen it evolving all my life, and still struggle to understand what moves it. This book is a record of that struggle. Founded in Roman times and refounded by Anglo-Saxons, London has grown relentlessly ever since. By the eighteenth century it was the biggest metropolis in Europe and by the nineteenth the biggest in the world. After the Second World War, London was thought to have reached its limits and began a period of decline. Yet by the turn of the twenty-first century, it had resumed its rise, sucking in people, money and talent from across the nation, the continent, the world. Its population is expected to surpass 9 million by 2025. Of one thing I am now sure: London has a life of its own.

For most of history there has been a London and a Westminster, two civic entities serving distinct purposes, one economic the other political. The tension between the two is a recurring theme of this book. The first medieval metropolis reached a crisis in the seventeenth century, with the Civil War, the Great Plague and the Great Fire. From this it emerged into the ‘golden age’ of eighteenth-century renewal and intellectual fertility. This was followed by the upheaval brought by the railways and a resulting explosion of suburban growth, on a par with no other city on earth. London reached an imperial apotheosis at the turn of the twentieth century, and survived bombing in two world wars during it, after which it entered a period of decline and confusion. In the new millennium it has surged forward into new prosperity as a global financial centre, but the arguments over where it should grow, how it should look and to whom it ‘belongs’ remain unresolved.

This book is chiefly concerned with the evolution of London’s appearance, why it looks as it does today, more variegated and visually anarchic than any comparable city. All histories have their roots in geography. London’s physical evolution has been intimately related to its location and topography. Its people and their activities change with the generations, but the city’s fabric has been a continuous link between past and present.

Wherever people congregate there is potential for unrest but, over the two millennia of its existence, London’s conflicts have been remarkably peaceful. Fewer people have died from political violence in its streets than in any of the world’s other great cities. Its struggles have been organic, deriving from the nature of its growth, the forces of the market place and attempts to plan or regulate that market. That those attempts have largely failed is the outstanding fact of this story. London has long been its own master. When it has been traumatized – by Boudicca’s revolt, Norman conquest, Henrician Reformation, plague, fire or bombs – it has put its head down and minded its own business, with extraordinary success.

Most histories of London set it in isolation from the nation of which it is the capital. I have tried to set it in its national, and to an extent international, context. It was always careful in holding itself aloof from events affecting the rest of the country, but its role in the Civil War and again in the nineteenth-century battles for reform was critical. The London mob had a voice of its own, which should not be underestimated simply because it was so rarely violent.

Beyond the City and Westminster, the task of defining London becomes ever harder. The Victorian Walter Besant wrote of two Londons about which ‘no one knows and no one is curious’: east London and south London. Both were larger than Manchester, yet millions of those who lived there never crossed the boundary between them. East London was a working-class city almost entirely apart, while the nearest south London came to a civic monument, said Besant, was the Elephant and Castle pub – now alas gone. In the past two centuries a third London has arisen, even less conspicuous. It is the silent, anonymous, railway-created suburban metropolis, which in the half-century from 1880 expanded London’s land area six times over. Depending on definition, it comprises up to 80 per cent of the city. I have tried to do it justice.

London as a whole has never, at least until the twenty-first century, been self-governing in the sense of having a unified executive authority responsible for all or most of its public services. Indeed it has been perennially apathetic. The answer to the question why has London been politically inert compared with Paris, Berlin, Vienna or St Petersburg has lain partly in its playing host to an emergent national democracy. I believe another reason is geography. Cities are pressurized boilers whose safety valve is space. Whenever London seemed about to burst at its seams, it went on a building spree. Its nineteenth-century slums were terrible, but they were modest compared with those of Paris. And their outlet was the railway, always easing the city into the accessible acres of Middlesex, Essex, Surrey and Kent. An 1854 Royal Commission wearily described the capital as ‘a province covered with houses’. When Karl Marx pondered London’s poor, and gazed out over its quietly dignified streets and squares, he despaired of their revolutionary potential.

Of the conflicts mentioned above, the most serious and least recorded, and the one to which I devote most attention, is that covering the third quarter of the twentieth century. The Blitz destroyed a lot of the City and some of the East End, but the damage was minor compared with the destruction inflicted by the bulldozers of London’s post-war governors. A drive through inner suburbia today navigates a ghost map of mostly working-class streets lying lost beneath council estates and tower blocks. Absolutist architects sought to rebuild from the ground up, imposing their own ideological and aesthetic template on a living, breathing city. By the time they had stopped, through antipathy and lack of resources, much of what was predominantly Victorian London had been devastated – though mercifully far from all.

As history approaches the present, the narrative is inevitably coloured by contemporary experience. I have lived in London since infancy, in four of its boroughs, three of them north and one south of the river. The Greeks held that, for the polis to survive, its citizens should participate in its government. I have never held elected office, but have spent my life writing about every facet of the capital, and served on bodies involved in its transport, housing, planning, arts and conservation.fn1 I have edited a London morning and evening newspaper (The Times and the Evening Standard), been a juryman three times and a school governor twice. Activism has been a constant theme, and I now pass through the city like a veteran soldier, bearing daily witness to past victories and defeats. It can be elating and depressing.

My interest in London’s appearance is specific and deliberate. It is for the London of all time, not the same London but the same sort of London. Battles over gentrification, poverty, schooling and public housing are real and important, but I believe urban politics should never privilege the current generation. We have a right to be heard. But the city we briefly inhabit will survive, and what matters is the city we pass on to the future. I shudder to think what generations to come will say of our handling of London’s skyline just as we shudder at what our parents and grandparents did after the Second World War. We must remember that in choosing the London we want, we decide in the name of others.

Curiosity is the best approach to history. I try to answer questions that have always intrigued me, and I hope intrigue others. Why has the City of London been always so different from Westminster? Why does south London – just a hundred yards across the river – seem so utterly different, almost provincial? Why are London’s inner neighbourhoods so diverse, its outer suburbs so uniform? How did the terrace house become the favoured style of living, for old and young, rich and poor, and why are modern planners so hostile to so popular a building form – including one that appeals to most architects? Why are London’s tall buildings scattered so randomly?

I struggle to stay dispassionate. If love can be applied to a place shared with 9 million others, then I love London. I find absence from it distressing, and returning to it uplifting. Its celebrated views, from Parliament Hill, Waterloo Bridge and Greenwich, always thrill me. Its disappointments are mortifying but its joys a delight. London never betrays its vocation to surprise. It has that greatest of human virtues: never to be dull.
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Londinium 
43–410

Old Father Thames

Most cities start with water. Where there is river, lake or sea there is trade, and where there is high ground along a shore, people put down roots and begin to deal. Before London ever existed, humans occupied the Thames valley, digging ditches, raising earthworks, killing wild animals, cultivating crops, leaving clay pots and metal objects. But they never took their eye off the river.

The Thames was not a placid stream. It was a tidal torrent twice its present width, running far inland. From earliest times it was, like most rivers, regarded as sacred. Its personification as Father Thames, a name possibly derived from a Celtic root for darkness, assumed a Neptune-like old man with flowing locks. Offerings were made to the river’s gods, of pots, axes, swords, money, much as lovers continue to toss coins into fountains for good luck. At some turning point in my own life, I remember crossing Waterloo Bridge and looking down into the river below. Some primal instinct made me throw a coin into the water.

In prehistory there was no London, just a twin-bosomed hill. The best way to sense its rise and fall is by riding a bicycle, preferably at night, west from the Tower of London. The contour rises up Tower Hill and along Eastcheap and Cannon Street, from where lanes run steeply down to the Thames. Cannon Street clearly dips in the middle, where it crosses the course of the old Walbrook before rising again to the second ‘bosom’ at St Paul’s. Further lanes descend to the river below Carter Lane.

Beyond the cathedral, Ludgate Hill falls steeply to cross the old Fleet river, now a buried relief sewer. The route rises again up Fleet Street, to reach what was a stretch of shingle recalled in the name of the Strand. Here lies the Aldwych – Saxon for old port – of the post-Roman settlement known as Lundenwic, roughly the present Covent Garden. At Trafalgar Square, we can dip towards the marshes of Westminster, or bear right up Haymarket to the higher land of Soho. We may not have seen old London, but we have felt it in our legs.

A map in the Museum of London of this landscape in prehistoric times shows flint axes, bones and human skulls littered among the remains of mammoth, rhinoceros, bison and bear. The nearest so-called ‘camps’ were on more fertile ground upstream, at Uxbridge, Staines, Carshalton and Heathrow. By the first millennium BC, simple field systems appear, including one south of the river in Southwark. A fine Bronze Age shield was found at Battersea, at a probable early crossing of the river.

The Thames appears to have been a boundary between late Iron Age tribes of unknown origin. The river would have formed a natural conduit for trade between the North Sea and the interior. As for the name London, there are a dozen theories, the most plausible being from the Celtic lond, for wild, or from plowonida, for fast stream. The medieval historian Geoffrey of Monmouth, mimicking Rome, declared London to have been founded by ‘Brutus’, a Trojan descendant of Rome’s Aeneas. Even in myth, London was seen as bonded with ‘Europa’.

City of Rome

Julius Caesar’s two expeditions to Britain in 55 and 54 BC left no trace on the London area. The first was merely a landing in Kent, the second a massive invasion of 800 ships, making it the most numerous maritime crossing of the Channel, albeit in the other direction, until D-Day. It defeated a British force under Cassivellaunus, crossed the Thames and reached into Middlesex. Where the crossing took place and what the invasion achieved is unclear. It appears to have been no more than a show of strength. Caesar left neither a base nor troops, and retreated to Gaul.

The return of the Romans in AD 43 during the reign of Emperor Claudius was more emphatic. An army under Aulus Plautius landed at Richborough on the Kent coast and marched up the Thames shore. They would probably have crossed the river onto high land opposite Southwark on their way to the British fortress of Colchester. Whether the hill was already occupied by traders we do not know. Its settlement soon became Londinium.

The crossing point grew swiftly on either side of the Walbrook stream. Like all Roman towns, it was planned as a formal grid of streets, oriented on a road leading east to the British city of Colchester and north-west up Watling Street (the present Edgware Road) to St Albans. In its centre was an open space or forum, on the site of the present Leadenhall market. West of the Walbrook was an amphitheatre, found in 1988 in Guildhall Yard.

The streets were built Roman-style with mostly rectangular houses, though there were also some round dwellings, presumably for the native population. Along the river front were wharves to receive ships and supplies. Tacitus remarked that it was ‘not dignified by the title colony [like Colchester] and was mainly peopled by merchants’. This is supported by the discovery in 2010 of wax tablets under the Bloomberg building dating from AD 57, indicating trading activity as well as schooling and judiciary.

This first London survived just seventeen years. In 60, the Iceni of Norfolk and the Trinovantes of Essex rose in revolt under the Iceni queen, Boudicca, when the Roman governor, Suetonius, sought to absorb the Iceni into his province on the death of Boudicca’s husband, an ally of Rome. For reasons that remain obscure, Boudicca was flogged and her daughters raped. In retaliation, the warrior queen assembled a large army, destroyed the Romans’ base at Colchester and then attacked them in London and St Albans.

Suetonius’s troops were campaigning in Wales at the time, leaving him defenceless. Those citizens who did not flee with him were massacred and the city was razed to the ground (an ash layer of this date has been discovered by archaeologists). Contemporary estimates of 40,000 dead seem exaggerated, but indicate the size to which London had grown in under two decades of occupation. By the following year, Suetonius had gathered his forces and returned to defeat and then kill Boudicca.

Such was London’s strategic importance that it swiftly recovered its status as the biggest town in Britain, capital of what was now the prized Roman province of Britannia. The Walbrook brought fresh water from Finsbury and carried waste down into the Thames. Roman villas fronted the main streets. Warehouses lined the quayside. The first wooden bridge across the Thames to Southwark was built early in the Roman occupation. Wooden piles were discovered in 1981 a hundred yards east of the present London Bridge, dated to AD 80–90. This enabled Watling Street from St Albans to cross the river to Kent and Dover, while Ermine Street ran north up modern Kingsland Road to York. They are still the only streets in London to run dead straight for miles. As for the bridge, it was to be the symbol of London’s identity for centuries.

Over the course of the second century Londinium continued to grow, surviving an extensive fire in c.120. Under Emperor Hadrian, who is believed to have visited it in 122, a fort for 1,000 troops was built in the north-west corner, today’s Barbican. In addition, a semi-circular stone wall was erected in the early third century stretching two miles from the present Tower of London to the mouth of the Fleet at Blackfriars, punctuated at Ludgate, Newgate, Bishopsgate and Aldgate. A kink in the north-west corner marked the presence of the old Cripplegate fort. With adjustments, this wall forms the basic boundary of the City of London to this day. Meanwhile, the forum was extended to become the largest north of the Alps, overlooked by a basilica or administration building which excavation suggests was longer even than the present St Paul’s Cathedral.

Gradually suburbs grew beyond the walls, along modern-day Fleet Street and Holborn, Aldgate and south of the bridge in Southwark. By the end of the first century Londinium is estimated to have reached its population peak, with some 60,000 inhabitants, in Roman terms a major metropolis. Of its society little is known, though the best evocation of the Roman city is the display in the Museum of London in the Barbican. The museum offers a tableau of luxurious domestic comforts, with mosaic floors, painted saloons, baths and courtyards. What is significant from DNA analysis is that this London had a highly cosmopolitan population drawn from across the Roman empire, including the Mediterranean and northern Europe. These people would have worshipped their gods in temples and shrines, giving offerings on the banks of the Thames and the Walbrook. The most prominent so far found is to the god Mithras, built near the Walbrook in c.240. Guesses have been made that St Paul’s might cover the site of another temple, perhaps to the goddess Diana.

Retreat and disappearance

The reason for the decay of Londinium in the fifth and sixth centuries is the great mystery of London’s past. Its population had already started to decline by 150. It is possible that southern Britannia was mostly peaceable, and the capital needed no resident legion, soldiers being mostly billeted on the Welsh and Scottish borders. People appear to have drifted away. The emergent ‘Romano-British’ culture dispersed to towns and villas located across the adjacent slopes of Kent, Surrey and the Thames valley, as they are today. London was an important port, but much of the province’s trade could be transported by water round the coast.

As imperial security started to disintegrate, distant provinces such as Britain became vulnerable to ‘barbarian’ incursions – notably from Angles and Saxons – and their governments to mutinous generals. A full-scale rebellion under Carausius in 286 required a ‘reconquest’ of Britain in 293 by Constantius Chlorus, father of Constantine the Great. This led to a revival of building, though not for long. Soon after 300 there are clear signs of a city losing its purpose. Buildings emptied, public baths fell into disuse and even the forum became derelict.

The arrival of Christianity in northern Europe c.300 may have been marked by a church near Tower Hill. A council held at Arles in France in 314 was attended by a bishop called Restitutus ‘from Londinium’. But by the end of the century, archaeology indicates a sudden decline. London may have become unpleasant, half-ruined, polluted, unpoliced and cursed with plagues. It may have been that newcomers preferred to settle on healthier, more open ground to the west.

All we do know is that the year 410 signalled doom. The Roman empire was threatened on many fronts by invading barbarians, with Rome itself sacked that year by Alaric the Visigoth. The twenty-six-year-old emperor, Honorius, withdrew legions from the empire’s periphery, including Britain. To emissaries pleading for help against Germanic tribes, the emperor declared that for ‘the security of his possessions in Gaul, Italy and Spain, he renounces the imperial claim over Britain’. Its counties and garrisons ‘are forthwith independent … and should fall to their own defences’. It was the first Brexit.

While Romano-British culture continued elsewhere in Britannia, it seems that in Londinium there was an abrupt abandonment. How many Romans stayed behind, what language they spoke or why they left the security of a walled enclosure is a mystery. All detritus of coins, goods and refuse disappears. There was no cataclysmic event, just a city that gives all the appearances of its inhabitants having packed up and departed. The archaeological record has London covered in a layer of dark earth, usually a sign of land reverting to rubble and soil. This vacant London seems to have lasted two centuries, a lost settlement on a hill, like Old Sarum in Wiltshire, Archaeologists suggest that untraceable activity, possibly civic or religious ceremonial, may have continued within the walls. It was clearly enough to support the site’s revival two centuries later, but otherwise there was nothing.

As a boy I tried to walk the circumference of this long-lost city. It was a fruitless venture. A portion of Roman wall survives opposite the Tower and another along Cooper’s Row to the north. A bastion overlaid with medieval brick is preserved in the Barbican, along London Wall, and another in a Barbican car park. These are mere fragments. Public baths lurk under Huggin Hill off Queen Victoria Street, where they were fed by chains of buckets. Their wall is still visible in the delightful pocket park of Cleary Garden. The baths themselves, among the best relics of Roman London, were partly filled in during the 1960s so offices could be developed above them. Other baths, occasionally accessible, remain under a building opposite Billingsgate. Less remains of the old amphitheatre on the site of the present Guildhall.

In 1954 a temple to Mithras emerged on the bank of the Walbrook during the building of Bucklersbury House. It caused great excitement, though not enough to leave it in situ. The jumble of stones was relocated to a forecourt in Queen Victoria Street. Redevelopment in 2017 for the Bloomberg Centre returned the stones to their original location, but this entailed their encasement in a darkened box in a modern basement as what looks like an abstract sculpture. Better would have been a rebuilt temple in an envisaged setting, like the recreated Viking street in York’s Coppergate. Roman London remains a lost and curious place, an alien implant from a distant land, rendered insignificant by its sudden disappearance.
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Saxon City 
410–1066

Lundenwic interlude

The term Dark Ages to describe the period after the decline of Rome is disliked by historians. It suggests they are not on the job. Yet it well characterizes London after its abandonment by Rome. Vagrants, drovers and market gardeners may have used the site, but for almost two centuries the archaeological cupboard contains only discarded items and no sign of settlement, no coins, pottery, refuse or datable woodwork in the relevant archaeological strata. Perhaps most telling is the fate of the Roman street grid. Even where old towns decline, paths tend to remain, but in London the grid itself vanished.

In the sixth and seventh centuries the Saxon kingdoms of Kent, Essex and Mercia were coming into being, with the Thames as a natural boundary between them. The contemporary Jarrow historian Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle both refer to a new ‘east Saxon’ trading base by the seventh century. This became known as Lundenwic, or London port/market, and was later referred to as the Aldwych – note the definite article – the old port. Here was surely the location of London’s missing link.

In 1985 a sort of confirmation emerged in excavations in the Covent Garden area north of the Strand. Two archaeologists, Alan Vince and Martin Biddle, working on different sites, discovered a wealth of finds dating from the abandonment of London. It seems that in the fifth century the river bank upstream of the Roman city took over as the base for river-borne trade, with the shingle beach as its landing. There is no evidence of wharves at Lundenwic or of stone structures. Only the wooden posts of a possible trading hall have been discovered, appropriately under the present Covent Garden market.

For these new Londoners, the old city to the east must have seemed a ghostly ruin, perhaps to be visited only on special occasions. The author Simon Young in AD 500 imagines a visit by a Greek/Byzantine embassy to London, apparently seeking to resume authority over Britain in the name of Byzantium after the sack of Rome in 410. They find a few hundred residents still within the walls, ruled by a council of elderly Latin-speaking patricians with some Saxon mercenaries. The idea is mildly plausible, but of evidence there is none.

Rebirth of Christianity

If there is one imperial glue that outlasts military power, it is that of faith. The most likely survivors in the deserted city would have been relics of Christianity from the Roman occupation. The empire had been officially Christian for a century before 410, and a few hardy Romano-Britons would surely have tramped from Lundenwic over the Fleet Bridge and up Ludgate Hill to their family altars, even if the new, possibly pagan, London authorities disapproved.

Who these authorities were, and where they came from, is not known. It has always been assumed that the Britons of England’s south-east, many of them now ‘Romano-Britons’, were Brythonic-speaking Celts of Belgic origin. There are fragmentary written references to them as ‘Britons’ attacked by Jutes, one of many Germanic incursions into Britain following the departure of Rome. There is mention of them seeking refuge within the old walls in c.457. Others dispute this concept of a sudden Saxon invasion of a Celtic England. The eastern littoral of the British Isles had been settled by German tribes from across the North Sea. The Iceni and Trinovantes of East Anglia and the tribes of Kent may even have spoken a Germanic tongue, different from the Brythonic of the western/northern areas of the islands. Place names round London are overwhelmingly Saxon, not Brythonic. There are no -abers, -tors or -thorpes, but rather Saxon suffixes, -wic for port, -sey for island, -ham and -ton for homestead. Greenwich, Dulwich, Bermondsey, Battersea, Clapham, Streatham, Kensington and Dalston are Saxon. East Anglia and the south-east had long been settled by legionary veterans from Germany. Of ‘British’ Celts there is no trace.

At the end of the sixth century the clouds roll back and a new notable date emerges. Augustine’s mission to Canterbury in 597 began England’s march towards a new Rome, that of the Catholic church. Augustine converted the king of Kent, Aethelbert (r. c.589–616), to Christianity, but his pope, Gregory the Great, significantly ordered that a new English bishopric be divided between York and London. The settlement was subject to Essex, whose king, Saebert, was Aethelbert’s nephew and owed allegiance to him. Since Saebert now converted to Christianity, London’s bishopric was ostensibly assured. In 604 a letter from Pope Gregory appointed Mellitus as first Bishop of London, and he in turn founded St Paul’s Cathedral, possibly on the site of a Roman temple or even church.

However, Mellitus did not enjoy a secure episcopacy. On Saebert’s death in 616 Essex passed to the probably pagan King Redwald (in office c.600–24) and Kent’s authority declined. Following an argument over Mellitus’s refusal to give communion to unbaptized Londoners, he was expelled – the first sign of what became London’s instinct for independence. Forced to take refuge in Gaul, Mellitus returned in 619 but only to become the third Archbishop of Canterbury. It was thus Canterbury, in the heart of Christianized Kent, and not Gregory’s choice of London, which duly became the headquarters of the English church, and remained so for all time.

Christianity appears to have revived in Essex with the arrival of Cedd of Lindisfarne as London’s bishop (654–64). A missionary sent south from Northumbria, Cedd founded a monastery at Bradwell in Essex that still sits in glorious isolation in a field near a deserted stretch of coast. It is among the most moving and unknown relics of early Christianity in England. Cedd was succeeded by Wine (666–72), previously bishop of both Dorchester and Winchester, and then by Erconwald (675–93), officially London’s patron saint. The settlement was by now under the midlands kingdom of Mercia and remained so into the ninth century, notably under King Offa (757–96).

For Offa, whose capital was at Tamworth, London offered an outlet to the continent and to diplomatic relations with Charlemagne and the Franks. The old city had clearly been reoccupied and was drawing population back within its walls. Offa is thought to have had a pied-à-terre of sorts on the site of the Roman fort, with St Alban Wood Street (near the Barbican) suggested as his chapel.

Saxons and Danes

Within years of Offa’s death in 796 and that of Charlemagne in 814, a new threat appeared on Europe’s northern horizon. London’s trading status made it vulnerable to Viking raids down the east coast. At the end of his life, Charlemagne had declared himself ‘overwhelmed with sorrow as I look forward, and see what evils the Northmen will bring upon my offspring and their people’. The first Danish attack on London came in the 830s, and in 851 the city was occupied and put to fire and the sword, but Aethelwulf, king of Wessex (839–58) and Alfred the Great’s father, hit back with a victory leading to ‘the greatest slaughter of a heathen host heard of to that day’, according to the Chronicle. However, London found little security until Alfred’s defeat of the Danes in 878 at the Battle of Edington in Wiltshire. He occupied London in 886, and the Danes were forced back to the so-called Danelaw territory of East Anglia and Northumbria.

Of the London rebuilt by Alfred the Great (871–99) we have scant knowledge. Though clearly a trading post of some importance, it was a vulnerable frontier town at the northern extremity of Wessex, long pulverized and impoverished by the Danes. The Danelaw itself began at the River Lea, just four miles east of the city. None the less, Alfred restored the walls and refounded it as one of his Saxon burghs (fortified towns). Trade with the continent resumed in earnest. Quays were allocated for specific goods, from Normandy, Flanders, Germany and the Baltic ports. Alfred also formalized London’s markets on a new street pattern. The chief markets were at East Cheap, Poultry and Cheapside.

Alfred appears to have devised a street pattern quite different from that of Londinium, presumably one emerging from custom and practice over intervening time. Cheapside and Gracechurch Street survived of the old Roman cross routes. Otherwise, streets, lanes, courts and alleys appeared wherever they could be squeezed between plots of land. As rights of way, they acquired an almost sacred protection that still endures. Alfred’s meandering streets are the sole remaining relics of ancient London acknowledged by the City’s surveyors. Skyscrapers may demolish buildings and deface views, but even the mightiest must be shoehorned into ground plans ordained by King Alfred. In the heart of today’s capital, we can still see the spectral outline of a Saxon map.

London government emerged from a council of elders, with public meetings or ‘folkmoots’, apparently originating in Germanic tribal gatherings. These met in what remained of the old Roman amphitheatre. Attendance was notionally compulsory for all free citizens. Regular courts known as ‘hustings’ also met, usually to determine commercial affairs, which may explain the use of a Danish word for them. Alfred also divided the city into wards, each with subordinate church parishes, responsible for local order and what passed for welfare. Each ward had to contribute men and money to the city’s defence. These institutions developed slowly over the centuries, but London was already enjoying a degree of self-government in embryo.

The city did not stay secure for long. Danish attacks continued throughout the tenth century. The city within the walls was able to repulse most of them, but invaders frequently had to be bought off by Danegeld. In 1002, Ethelred ‘the Unready’ (978–1016) sought to deter these attacks by ordering the slaughter of all Danes within his domain, the so-called St Brice’s Day massacre. The dead appear to have included the sister of the Danish king, Swein Forkbeard, the most considerable of the Viking leaders. He was unlikely to be deterred.

London was the only English settlement able to mount armed resistance to the Danes, but it too fell to Swein. In 1014 Ethelred called for help in its recapture from Olaf II, Christian king of Norway and no friend of Denmark. In a possibly legendary incident, Olaf’s ships undermined the supports of London Bridge and brought it down, thus enabling him to sail upstream and retake the city from Swein. The collapse of the bridge as implying London’s salvation is a possible origin of the nursery rhyme ‘London Bridge is Falling Down’. A Norse saga continues the rhyme, ‘Gold is won and bright renown,/ Shields resounding, war-horns sounding …/ Odin makes our Olaf win.’ But London remained vulnerable and in 1015 Swein’s son and successor, Cnut, invaded with a large force and, a year later, entered London as king of England (1018–35). The city became part of Cnut’s Scandinavian empire until his death.

Under the Saxons, English kings had regarded Winchester as politically their principal city, where they were crowned and buried, and where they kept their treasury. Under Cnut, London took the lead. Its trading importance made it a centre of financial activity, including the collection of taxes and the minting of money. London also financed Cnut’s army. In return, trade with the Baltic States and Scandinavia prospered, reaching across the North and Baltic seas to the great rivers of Russia, and down them to Kiev, the Black Sea and Byzantium.

Cnut’s empire was Christian and loyal to Rome. The number of churches in London is thought to have grown to twenty-five by the time of his death, including possibly six later dedicated to the city’s saviour Olaf, the Norwegian king turned saint, as well as one to St Magnus Martyr (Olaf’s son). Tooley Street in Southwark is derived, distantly, from St Olaf. St Clement Danes may have served a Danish garrison or Danish traders outside the walls in the Aldwych. The names are rare glimpses of this alien period, in a city located far from the centre of its adopted empire.

A second city rises in the west

Cnut’s death in 1035 led eventually to the crown passing to his stepson, Edward the Confessor (1042–66). Edward had been brought up in France by his mother, Emma of Normandy, wife to both Ethelred (Edward’s father) and then to Cnut. He was as foreign to the people of London as had been Cnut. He spoke Norman French and brought with him the customs and fashions of his Normandy upbringing. Most significant, he made his base not in the Saxon city of London but upstream of the Aldwych at a small Benedictine abbey – so small as to be called a ‘monasteriolum’ – on the marshland of Thorney Island.

Here Edward built his ‘west minster’ in the new Romanesque style, importing as Archbishop of Canterbury Robert from Jumièges in Normandy. At ninety-eight metres long the minster was bigger than any known Norman church of the time. Adjacent to it, a new monastery was constructed, and to the east Edward built himself a riverside palace for his court. The old royal enclave within London by St Paul’s was given to the monastery of St Martin-le-Grand, founded c.1056. This single decision, to locate the apex of English power outside London, was the most critical in the city’s history. It created what became a second capital, a political focus separate from the seat of business and commerce. It was inevitable that this separation, of French-speaking court from Anglo-Danish commercial centre, would lead to conflict between the two. It soon did.

In 1051 Edward’s leading counsellor and power broker, the Anglo-Dane Godwin of Wessex, was driven into exile by Edward’s predominantly Norman council, the witan. A year later Godwin returned on a tide of anti-Norman sentiment, and his son Harold became army commander and de facto ruler of the kingdom. On Edward’s death in 1066, Harold was declared his successor. He had no other claim beyond being the queen’s brother and commander of the army. William, Duke of Normandy, claimed that Edward had promised him the succession, and that Harold had consented to this when marooned in Normandy some years earlier. A contested succession was certain.

Of London in these early Middle Ages hardly more survives than of Roman Londinium. There are pre-Conquest fragments in All Hallows by the Tower and recent archaeology has found original stonework from the monastic quarters south of Westminster Abbey. What remains most clearly is London’s spine, the two-mile thoroughfare that winds from the present City, across the valley of the Fleet and along the Strand to Westminster. From the founding of Edward’s abbey, this route became the actual and metaphorical conduit between power and money. It was never rebuilt as a grand avenue, ceremonial or otherwise. It was just an ordinary street. Yet from the earliest muddy track to its status as artery of empire, it stretched like taut elastic along the bank of the Thames. It is the route of today’s No. 11 bus, and I find it impossible to journey it without sensing its political tension.

London’s story now becomes a tale of two cities, each with different preoccupations, tribes, interests, establishments and styles of government. While Westminster would wield monarchical authority, London held the power of the purse and the market economy. Neither was ever to triumph over the other, though in the evolution of the capital the market mostly came out on top. As the senior partner, the City of London was accorded the honour of a capital C. From now on I refer to it simply as ‘the City’, and Westminster as Westminster, though it too later became a ‘city’.
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Medieval Metropolis 
1066–1348

Norman Conquest

As soon as the witan in London proclaimed Harold king, he was challenged by two rivals, Harald Hardrada, king of Norway, and William of Normandy, direct descendant of the Danish Rollo, original Viking colonizer of this part of France. Both claimants prepared to invade and seize the crown. Harold overwhelmed and killed Hardrada outside York later that same year, but he then had to race south to confront William, who had landed at Pevensey in Sussex. He left London before assembling his full army, and was subsequently defeated and killed by William’s cavalry at Hastings in October 1066, forever the most famous date in England’s history.

The Battle of Hastings, portrayed in school histories as the English against the French, was essentially between two equally tenuous claimants to the English throne, one Anglo-Dane and one Danish-Norman. The struggle marked the true emergence of Charlemagne’s ‘men of the north’ onto the European stage. After Hastings, William marched towards London, nervous of its formidable defences. He burned Southwark but was unable to cross the Thames, detouring upstream as far as Wallingford before turning east, destroying towns and villages as he went. At Berkhamsted he finally received the submission of London’s leading citizens – including Harold’s teenage heir Edgar – as being ‘of necessity’. He promised ‘to be a gracious lord’. As for submission, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle remarked that ‘it was a great piece of folly that they had not done it earlier’.

William was crowned on Christmas Day 1066, stressing his legitimacy by holding the coronation in Edward’s Westminster Abbey and not at Winchester. His Norman nobles now needed their reward, as they had regarded his invasion as a private affair, beyond their obligation of feudal duty. To win their support, William had promised them access to the wealth of Saxon England. Initially this was by means of fines from those who had fought with Harold, but it developed into the greatest land transfer in England’s history. An estimated 95 per cent of provincial England south of the Tees was to pass from the Saxon nobility and church to the Norman invaders. Some 4,000 earls, thanes and abbots gave way to 200 Norman barons. All was recorded in the Domesday Book of 1086. When the north-east rebelled, appalling repression was visited on them, the ‘harrowing of the north’.

London was the exception. English uprisings were stimulated over the next two years, primarily by ‘the loss of their patrimonies’, but there was little such trouble from London. Specifically excluded from William’s depredations, it was granted a charter honouring its customary rights and protections. William declared the security of Londoners’ property by inheritance, and affirmed, ‘I will not suffer that any man do you wrong.’ London’s autonomy was thus entrenched by virtue of William’s shrewd diplomacy. Its Saxon aldermen and folkmoot were acknowledged, and its subdivision into wards and parishes was by now established. It could choose its own sheriffs and impose its own regulations, most importantly on trade. Though French monasteries seized formerly Saxon ones, the recorded names of prominent London landowners remained Saxon well into the next century.

City of business

In truth London’s personality was already cosmopolitan. It had been founded by Latin-speaking continentals, succeeded by German-speaking Anglo-Saxons and Norse-speaking Danes. It now owed fealty to French-speaking Normans. The city’s population was some 25,000, on a par with Brussels and Ghent though a fraction of Paris’s 100,000. And was prosperous. The names of its streets reflected their trading prominence, not just traditional markets for cloth, bread, poultry, fish and sea coal, but imports of silk, leather, furs and precious metals. It had its Fish Street and Poultry. The grandest merchants were the mercers, grocers, drapers and vintners.

From these markets emerged monopolies and guilds, with complex entry requirements, apprenticeships and regulations, guarding quality and excluding outsiders – except those with money or business to trade. They had their ‘misteries’ or craftsmanship rules, to which old Fleet Street printers used to refer in my youth. They were not just business and craft fraternities but, for their members, disbursers of cradle-to-grave welfare. Since guild admission also led eventually to the freedom of the city, the guilds in effect ordered the civic franchise and dominated governance.

London’s bargain with the Norman state was thus forged in the early days of the conquest. It gave William revenue through taxes, and received in return autonomy over its affairs. While William acknowledged the bargain, he left the City in no doubt of his supremacy. He had three castles built on the City perimeter, Montfichet by Ludgate, Baynard’s at the mouth of the Fleet and, in the seaward corner, a formidable tower, initially of wood but later of stone, daubed with lime and called the White Tower. This last remained outside the City’s jurisdiction, but its very existence acknowledged London as a state within a state. Baynard’s and Montfichet were demolished under King John in the thirteenth century and the land given to Blackfriars’ monastery. Today’s Black Friar pub, in resplendent art nouveau, marks the spot.

Crucial to William’s conquest had been the support of the pope, whose emblem he carried into battle at Hastings. He repaid that support in full. England saw an astonishing burst of ecclesiastical as well as military construction. Over the next half century, the Normans were to rebuild nearly every Saxon cathedral, abbey and church. They built new castles and monasteries and imported knights and abbots to populate them, creating a new aristocracy. The old Saxon St Paul’s was rebuilt after a fire in 1087 and emerged as one of the longest cathedrals in Europe. In 1097 William’s son Rufus constructed a great hall at Westminster, again said to be the largest in existence at the time. With a later roof, it remains as a testament to eleventh-century engineering. Nothing in Europe’s history was to compare with this orgy of construction. Churches, castles and private houses, once built of wood, were now re-built of stone, much of it brought from Normandy.

While Londoners were sceptical of the authority of kings, they were not sceptical of the church. They might be independent, raucous, money-grabbing, often violent, but they were devout. Norman London saw 126 churches built, plus thirteen chapels in monastic houses. New foundations were often just a hundred yards apart, each with its own allegiance to bishops, barons, merchants and guilds, all eager for a City foothold.

Abbeys were founded near Bishopsgate and Aldgate. In 1123 the priory of St Bartholomew rose on the ‘smooth-field’ (hence Smithfield) outside the city’s north-west wall. The crusader knights of St John of Jerusalem arrived at Clerkenwell c.1145 and never left. Today their society runs ambulances. Their companions, the Knights Templar, settled off Fleet Street, but were suppressed and their wealth seized in the fourteenth century. Their estate now hosts lawyers, but its round church, based on Jerusalem’s Holy Sepulchre, still stands. St Mary Spital and St Mary Bethlehem followed to the north. South of the site of London Bridge, monastic foundations had long existed in Bermondsey and Southwark.

This coalition of church and lay authority determined the politics of the City throughout the Middle Ages. When the crown was disputed, as during the Anarchy of Stephen and Matilda (1135–53), the City’s folkmoot decided for Stephen, though Matilda was crowned in Winchester. In the conflict over church authority between Henry II and Becket, London declined to take sides. Though Becket was a Londoner – a chapel on London Bridge was later dedicated to him – the city had no dog in his fight. London instinctively held aloof from political conflict, unless there was an outcome from which it might take advantage.

As the twelfth century progressed, the City developed a governing council of the twenty-four ward aldermen. Power within the metropolis rested not in any monarch, warlord or military institution but was, in effect, that of organized commerce. A council of aldermen imposed a ban on thatch as a roof covering, and required alehouses, much given to fires, to be of stone. London Bridge was reconstructed in stone in 1209, to the design of a priest, Peter Colechurch. This was a glory of the City and wonder of medieval engineering. It was of nineteen pointed arches erected on ‘starlings’ or footings twenty feet wide dug into the river bed and reinforced over the centuries, turning the stream into a virtual waterfall with each turn of the tide. A wider twentieth arch was crossed by a drawbridge. The bridge was remarkably strong, as evidenced later when it supported houses of up to five storeys. With much repair, it survived into the 1820s.

In 1189 London chose its first mayor, a French term derived from the ‘major’ domo or senior official in a lord’s castle. The holder of the title until 1212 was Henry Fitz-Ailwyn. On him fell the task of raising ‘a king’s ransom’ for the release of Richard the Lionheart from Austrian captivity after the Third Crusade. On Richard’s death, King John (1199–1216) formally conferred on the City the right to elect a mayor, in the hope of securing City support against the barons, many of whom were in open revolt over taxation and the war in France. It was a futile hope. The City sided with the barons at Runnymede over Magna Carta, winning a series of explicit liberties and freedoms. Clause 41 declared: ‘All merchants shall have safety and security in coming into England, and going out of England, and in staying and in travelling through England, as well by land as by water, to buy and sell, without any unjust exactions, according to ancient and right customs.’ Europe was to be a single market and the king was not to exploit his power to make treaties and award licences to their disadvantage.

As in that other great city of commerce, Venice, too much power vested for long in one individual was thought bad for business, and mayoral tenure was eventually limited to just a year. Eligible voters were ‘discreet and powerful citizens … wealthier and wiser men as of old accustomed’. Holders of the office tended to come from established aldermanic families, themselves related to the leading guilds. It was oligarchy, not democracy. The City would ‘present’ its mayor to the king in an annual gesture of homage, with the guilds processing out of the City down the Strand to Westminster in what is still the Lord Mayor’s ‘Show’. Rules of precedence were often contested. The feud between the merchant tailors and skinners over who should occupy sixth place in the procession is the putative source of ‘being at sixes and sevens’. It was resolved in 1515 with an agreement to alternate annually (as they still do). The show was notionally a display of submission, but in reality one of conspicuous consumption. It was the power of wealth flaunted before the seat of political power, the City’s annual exercise in flexing its muscles.

Henry III: a dangerous rebellion

London did not enjoy being paymaster to Plantagenet monarchs, not least for their costly warmongering and interference with trade. The disputes of Henry II, the ransoming of his son, Richard I, and King John’s no less expensive defeats in France and war with the barons were all bad for business. The subsequent reign of Henry III (1216–72) was also a source of continual discord. He was French-educated and regarded London as a cultural backwater, much in need of new continental architecture and fashion. He was keen to play a role in European politics, and encouraged new monastic orders from the continent – the Dominicans in 1221 and the Franciscans in 1224. When, in 1236, Henry married the thirteen-year-old Eleanor of Provence, the girl arrived in London attended by the French king and ‘all the chivalry and beauty of the south of France, a stately train of nobles, ladies, minstrels and jongleurs’, records the chronicler. Many of these expected to be offered English manors and bishoprics.

Eleanor’s arrival brought out London’s most xenophobic gestures. Her barge was pelted with rotten food as it passed upriver. The barons and the City protested at the court’s use of ‘alien’ Provençal in place of the ‘English tongue’ – by which they meant Norman French. Londoners were not appeased by Henry giving them their first zoo, located at the Tower and including a bear, a rhinoceros, an elephant, lions and snakes. Visitors were admitted on payment of a cat or dog as food for the animals.

Henry was obsessed with his distant ancestor, the equally Francophile Edward the Confessor. This led him to rebuild Westminster Abbey as a shrine to his forebear as well as a tomb for himself and his family, all in the new French gothic style. It was a project requiring extortionate taxing not just of the City but of the court. Henry declared there should be no ‘weighing of the costs, past or future, so long as it prove worthy of and acceptable to God and St Peter’. This view of public expenditure, common to later monarchs and some governments, was not shared by the City.

Henry’s decision in 1245 to hold two annual fairs in Westminster was viewed by the city’s merchants as a hostile act. Guild members rioted in the streets and sent armed bands in support of Simon de Montfort’s uprising against the king. In the Battle of Lewes in 1264, de Montfort was triumphant and Henry was captured. The following year saw the first autonomous parliament summoned to Westminster, though it dissolved in chaos. Disorder and persecution became widespread and 400 Jews were killed by a mob in one unprovoked massacre. A chronicler, Thomas Wykes, was appalled. Though they ‘had not the mark of our faith’, he wrote, ‘it was an inhuman and impious deed to slay them without cause’.

The City for once had misread the political mood, and suffered dearly for its support for de Montfort, after whose defeat at Evesham in 1265 sixty of its leading citizens were stripped of their property. Fines were widely imposed, though many were later rescinded. After Henry’s death, the aldermen were understandably scrupulous in celebrating Edward I’s 1272 coronation in lavish style. At a banquet staged at Westminster Hall were consumed swans, peacocks, pike, eel and salmon, as well as sixty cattle and forty pigs. In the City, the fountains of Cheapside ran alternately with red and white wine.

A diverging metropolis

Despite this reception, Edward initiated an era in which City and monarch were frequently in conflict. He reinforced the Tower, outlawed many restrictive guild practices and inserted his own sheriffs in the Guildhall to keep order. City justice was brought within the jurisdiction of the royal courts. The king also demanded the opening of the aldermanic council to a wider constituency of middling tradesmen. He wielded his power by issuing trading licences to alien merchants, much to the City’s displeasure. Then, in 1290, Edward expelled all Jews from England, forcing them to surrender their loans to the crown. With few exceptions, they did not return until Oliver Cromwell’s day, almost four centuries later. The Jews were replaced in part by an inflow of Italian bankers, who gave their name to Lombard Street. Merchants of the Hanseatic League were also granted their own fortified enclave at the Steelyard on the Thames waterfront.

As was to happen periodically throughout London’s history, a trauma in relations with the monarch had the effect of refreshing and updating the City’s restrictive practices and galvanizing competition. The chief product underpinning the London economy, and indeed that of England, was now wool. This had traditionally passed through London to the ‘staples’ or markets of the continent, but these markets were being accessed by ships sailing from Hull, Boston in Lincolnshire, King’s Lynn and Southampton, many sailing direct to Flanders. Permits and taxes on this trade were a royal prerogative.

The consequence was to strengthen the barter of money for power, between the City and the monarch. Edward I was a warrior king and needed money for his battles, particularly in Wales and Scotland. He summoned periodic parliaments to raise funds, giving that body a degree of leverage over him. These taxes placed the City in a position to barter rights and privileges with Westminster. As a result, throughout the fourteenth century, the three Edwards had to negotiate London’s loyalty. The costly belligerence of the Plantagenets was a crucial factor in the emergence of these two countervailing centres of power in England’s constitution. The monarch was not independently rich.
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The Age of Chaucer and Whittington 
1348–1485

Plague and rebellion

We have no map or image of medieval London and must construct an impression of it from later evidence. Likewise the size of its population, believed to be around 80,000, is guesswork. It was still smaller than Paris and European cities such as Amsterdam, Venice and Naples. Constantinople had over 400,000. London remained a walled settlement of mostly wood-framed buildings on brick foundations. Only the grandest houses and churches were of stone. Alleys and courtyards ran with sewage and the air was filled with noxious smells, little eased by a primitive ‘night-soil’ clearance. The prevalence of disease kept life expectancy low, at roughly thirty during the Middle Ages, and only constant inward immigration prevented the population from falling. London remained a place of upward social mobility, of adventure and opportunity, and although living conditions could be appalling, few Londoners starved.

From disease there was no escape. A virulent plague out of Asia arrived in Europe, probably in Genoese ships, in 1347 and was in England by the autumn of 1348. Known as the Black Death, it stayed a year before abating, returning in milder form in 1361. About a half of Londoners are thought to have died, with as many as sixty bodies a day arriving at Smithfield’s plague pits alone. The ground level of churchyards rose across London. A chronicle says of the affliction that many ‘who were attacked in the morning it carried out of human affairs before noon; none whom it willed to die did it permit to live longer than
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