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THE SQUARE MILE

We can thank the Romans for founding the City of London, naming it Londinium, and for its descriptive nickname of ‘The Square Mile’. The initial Roman settlement, which was founded around AD 43, didn’t last long and was burned to the ground by Boudicca, the warrior queen, in about AD 60.


DID YOU KNOW?

The City is full of historical ‘firsts’ and ‘oldests’, including the oldest continuously inhabited room, which is in the hall of the Vintners’ Company and predates the Great Fire of London. It has the oldest continuous system of government in the UK, was the first city to elect its own Chief Magistrate and is the place where organisations, including the Samaritans and the Methodist Church, were first established.



The Romans learned the lessons of this native rebellion and erected a wall around the new trading port on the north bank of the Thames. It was approximately one Roman square mile (1,000 paces or 5,000 feet). However, this was never square – it was an irregularly shaped area that followed the line of the river as its southern boundary.

London covers 600 square miles and has a population of 8.6 million, but only its oldest part, just one square mile in size, is called the City of London. The City of London (the City) has expanded slightly over the centuries and now encompasses an area of 1.2 modern square miles (3.11 square kilometres), and yet it retains its essential character and identity as the most ancient part of the greater metropolis we now call London; the City of London is very much a distinct city within a city.


[image: Illustration]

The City skyline and Blackfriars Bridge at sunrise.




DID YOU KNOW?

The City blends the ancient and the modern seamlessly. While the City has the greatest concentration of financial and professional services businesses in the world, it is also home to the College of Arms, which is a branch of the Royal Household responsible for granting and regulating the use of coats of arms in much of the Commonwealth.



The settlement achieved a population of 60,000 just 40 years after its foundation and became the largest city north of the Alps. The ravages of the plague in the early middle ages are estimated to have killed one in three of the population and plague pits have been revealed during recent excavations for the new Crossrail.

The Great Fire of London in 1666 is the most famous of the many fires that engulfed parts of the City. The fire raged for five days and is estimated to have consumed 13,200 houses, as well as St Paul’s Cathedral, 87 churches, six chapels, Guildhall, the Royal Exchange, the Custom House, numerous livery company halls, three gates and four stone bridges. Sir Christopher Wren’s plans for the design of a new metropolis of wide open streets wasn’t to be, as land owners wanted to regain the land they owned in the City prior to the fire. As a result the City’s street layout is still essentially medieval in origin.

The Second World War bombing, widely known as the Blitz, resulted in the destruction of much of the ancient City, including many of the Livery Halls and the roof of Guildhall. St Paul’s was hit but survived thanks to the efforts of the Fire Watch. Other densely packed areas such as the Barbican were reduced to rubble and not fully redeveloped until the 1970s.

Deregulation of the financial markets in 1986, otherwise described as the ‘Big Bang’, heralded the advent of computer-based trading and the influx of American and other foreign firms into the Square Mile. It set the City on the path to becoming the world’s largest financial services centre, surpassing New York.

The residential population of the City in modern times is only about 7,000, yet more than 400,000 people commute into the City during the working week. During business hours the City is a hive of commercial activity; it is the most economically prosperous and productive part of the UK, and a global hub for financial and professional services. Despite this, at the weekends and away from the tourist hot spots, the City can seem almost abandoned.

The City has its own unique system of government, its own police force and its own civil and criminal courts. It is not a borough of Greater London; rather it is a ceremonial county, the smallest in the UK, with its own elected Sheriffs and, most importantly, its Lord Mayor – who should never be confused with the Mayor of London.


DID YOU KNOW?

Ten of the main entrances to the City of London, including London and Blackfriars bridges, are marked by statues of dragons, legendary creatures which support the shield in the City’s coat of arms. The dragon shown right is one of a pair on Victoria Embankment opposite Temple. They originally stood outside the Coal Exchange until it was demolished in 1963. The other dragons are smaller replicas of these originals.



The City’s government is one in which residents, businesses and members of the City’s guilds (known as Livery Companies) all participate in voting. The Sheriffs are elected by the Liverymen of the City’s guilds and the candidates for Lord Mayor are approved by them before being elected.

The Court of Common Council predates parliament and has the power to amend its own constitution, a privilege not granted to any other city, town or other local government in the UK. It is also the only city mentioned by name in Magna Carta; a clause still in effect today confirms the City’s ancient rights and privileges that already existed long before that famous document was written. In fact, the City’s government is so ancient that it has no founding document or constitution; it exists by prescription.
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The City’s modern skyscrapers, including the Walkie Talkie, the Cheesegrater and the Gherkin.




DID YOU KNOW?

The City of London is the centre of global foreign exchange dealing. In 2017 over 40 per cent of all the world’s foreign exchange transactions were made in the City, a total of $2.7 trillion per day.




[image: Illustration]

One of the original City of London dragons that marked the entrance to the City.



It is because of the ancient and unique nature of the Square Mile, rather than in spite of it, that the City is able to blend the past with the present so successfully. In 2017 the venture capital investment in the City’s technology services businesses reached a record £2.5 billion, a figure four times larger than Paris, its nearest European rival. In the same year, the City elected the 690th Lord Mayor of London in what is possibly the oldest, continuous civic ceremony in the UK.

The Square Mile has always been a place of commerce, where merchants traded, craftsmen toiled, financiers lent money and taxes were collected. In the 21st century, the City’s businesses are largely focussed on financial, professional and technology-based services, including banking, insurance, investment, commodities trading, marketing, legal services, information technology, telecommunications and all the facets of the globalised information economy.
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Statue of railway engineer James Greathead on Cornhill. Greathead invented the tunnelling shield needed to dig the Tube system.



Since the 1980s the City has seen many tall buildings reach above the height of St Paul’s Cathedral, which until 1967 was the tallest building in the City. Some of the more notable skyscrapers include: Tower 42 on Old Broad Street, originally called the NatWest Tower; 30 St Mary Axe, known as the Gherkin; 122 Leadenhall Street, known as the Cheesegrater; and 20 Fenchurch Street, known as the Walkie Talkie, which is home to the Sky Garden.


MANSION HOUSE
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The Palladian facade of Mansion House – home to the Lord Mayor of London.



The principal civic building in the Square Mile is Mansion House, home to the Lord Mayor of London for his or her one-year term of office. Mansion House was designed by George Dance the Elder and built between 1739 and 1752. The first Lord Mayor to move in was Sir Crispin Gascoigne in 1752, although work continued on Mansion House until 1758 and there have been many subsequent alterations and refurbishments. Prior to 1752, the Lord Mayor would usually set up office in the hall of his Livery Company, or sometimes his own home.


DID YOU KNOW?

The official address of Mansion House is Walbrook, but the front of the building is on the shortest street in the City of London, the aptly named Mansion House Street.



Mansion House has been described as the grandest tied cottage in England, although the Lord Mayor’s apartment is relatively modest and most of the House has been given over to the cavernous banqueting hall, known as the Egyptian Hall, and other reception and meeting rooms. It houses a collection of Dutch and Flemish landscape, still life and seascape paintings donated by the widow of Baron Samuel of Wych Cross in 1987.

Mansion House is the scene of magnificent White Tie banquets throughout the year, including the annual Mansion House Speech by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and many Livery Company civic banquets at which the Lord Mayor is a guest in his own home. When the Lord Mayor makes his entrance, it is usually announced by a trumpet fanfare.

However, it is not all fanfares and fine dining as there are also a number of jail cells to be found deep within the building. Mansion House used to be the Magistrate’s Court for the City of London and, as the City’s Chief Magistrate, the Lord Mayor used to dispense summary justice as any magistrate’s court does today. Nowadays the Court has moved just across the road, but the Lord Mayor’s role as Chief Magistrate continues and he or she sits in judgement of a summary trial at the Old Bailey on several occasions during the year.


GUILDHALL

The seat of the City’s government is Guildhall, an early medieval structure with modern extensions that is located on the site of earlier civic buildings, which includes a Roman amphitheatre – parts of which are on view from within Guildhall Art Gallery. The most ancient part of Guildhall is the medieval crypt dating from 1411, although documentary records refer to an earlier Guildhall as far back as 1128. As with so much else about the City of London, Guildhall’s origins are lost deep in the past, and even the oldest records speak only of a place already in everyday use and not why or when it was founded.


DID YOU KNOW?

The name Guildhall indicates that the City’s government has long been inextricably linked with the Guilds (now called Livery Companies) operating in the Square Mile. The heraldic arms of each Company may be seen painted on shields in the Great Hall and the banners of the 12 grandest Companies hang from the roof.



Guildhall complex is centred on the cavernous Great Hall, which is the second largest civic building in the UK; only Westminster Hall in the Palace of Westminster is larger. The Great Hall is where the City’s government meets nine times a year and where civic banquets in honour of foreign heads of state are held. By custom, the Lord Mayor of London always entertains foreign heads of state after they have dined at Buckingham Palace. The dining capacity in Guildhall is substantially larger than Mansion House
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