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Prologue:

MAPPING


‘Geology is the study of pressure and time. That’s all it takes really, pressure and time.’

RED, THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION1
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TAKE UP A HIGH position.

Do it now.

You may need to climb to get there.

The Gherkin. The Royal Observatory, Greenwich. The highest point on Hampstead Heath.

Anywhere will do.

London shimmers beneath you. An orb of pale sunlight flares on the towers of Canary Wharf. The river is a tapeworm of poured silver. You can just make out the dome of Wren’s cathedral of St Paul, or else it’s hidden by the taller modern office blocks that catch the light and seem to sparkle but in equal parts obscure it, throwing down long shadows beneath them. Tower Bridge is there, its mock medieval turrets absurdly miniature; the Shard, bossing the skyline from its seat on the south bank of the Thames.

And now your eye is drawn beyond, to a landscape of tower blocks and municipal halls, spires and minarets, terraced streets, parks and heaths, of waterworks and rusting, derelict gas holders and, beyond even that, a band of dark woods where the land rises up to meet the horizon.

This is my city: you cannot see past the edges it doesn’t have.

Now turn your gaze towards the east. Look for a messy fringe of streets and dimly lit alleys, a row of empty market stalls where the pavements are smeared with rain-softened cardboard boxes. A corner pub is chucking out. A kitchen porter empties a bucket and its swill forms a dozen rivulets that trickle across the street and pool beneath a four-storey building in London stock brick. Now look up, above the Nigerian textile shop that I guarantee will still be open this late. Can you see a flickering glow at the first-floor window? Peer in, if you can. Don’t be shy. This is where you’ll find me, working late and by candlelight, bent over a large, heavily creased map.

Collins Streetfinder (scale 1:17,500) presents London in all its familiar intricacy, but like all two-dimensional maps it bears only a faint resemblance to the real city as experienced by its inhabitants. I look down on a giant circuit board of white streets, yellow A roads and snaking, black railway lines, with Tube stations, parks and famous landmarks labelled in a clear, sans-serif font. From Hither Green in the south-east to Cricklewood on London’s north-west frontier – the Streetfinder is a hymn to flatness. All the city’s depth has been wiped away, the messy verticality of its hills and towers, tunnels and troughs reduced to one thin sheet. It is not enough; a partial truth. I want to go beneath, deep under London’s streets, to find the essence of this place; to understand the city as a living, breathing landscape.

And so, here I am, in my one-bedroom flat above an East End market, obsessively modifying a street map with felt-tips and marker pens. I shade a block of orange over Trafalgar Square to represent the wind-blown clay and silt present deep beneath the bronze lions and the tourists lining up selfies. This is my task. To plot the geology of the city directly over the street plan; to create a hacked map of London, a palimpsest in which the present and the deep past are felt together, simultaneously, as two layers of the same place.

If you view the city from a height you are seeing London as it wishes to be seen: thrusting, monumental, its spires and skyscrapers reaching for the heavens. But what was here before the city? And what remains of it? What can still be felt, if not directly, then as an echo, a trace effect in the urban psyche?

The earliest maps of London, like Wyngaerde’s sketches of 1543 or Hollar’s Long View of 1647, were not really maps at all but panoramas. They were drawn from real or imagined vantage points south of the river, and showed fields, forests and rolling hills surrounding the embryonic city, which was still mostly enclosed within the limits of its medieval walls. But even then much of what had defined the ‘natural’ landscape of London had already been erased: marshes drained for pasture; woodland stripped; streams paved over; the Thames itself embanked, contained, encroached upon by wharves and jetties. To appreciate the landscape on which the city was founded, we have to go much further back. But to go back we must first go down. So I have turned to the science of geology: the study of what lies beneath; the business of rock and sand, water and ice, laid down by forces unimaginably vast; the study of high pressure and deep time.

Using the British Geological Survey’s website as a guide, my Streetfinder has become a patchwork of different colours. Each shade represents a different geological stratum found beneath the streets – what geologists call ‘superficial deposits’. The basic geology of London is that of the river valley: a broad basin dug out by thousands of years of water erosion. The Thames and its banks are underlain by alluvium, which I shade with a yellow felt-tip. From the Latin alluere, ‘to wash against’, alluvium describes the loose material deposited in the landscape by flowing water: a gloopy mixture of silt, sand, clay and gravel whose distribution indicates the full extent of the river’s former floodplain. I turn whole neighbourhoods south of the Thames bright yellow. The great Victorian railway termini of Waterloo and London Bridge go under; Wapping marshes and the Rotherhithe peninsula are submerged.

I select four different pens for the next strata: variations of gravel deposited in terraces either side of the floodplain. Each represents a different stage in the river’s shifting history, from the shallow platforms of Bermondsey and Stepney to the steep hills of Norwood and Hampstead that define the valley’s limits. Cutting through these gravel terraces I add spidery fingers of alluvium: London’s other rivers, from the Lea in the east to the hidden streams of Effra and Westbourne. Finally, I add strips of dark green to mark outcrops of the material that underlies all this. London Clay.

A stiff, bluish clay, rich in fossils, London Clay was formed in a shallow, tropical sea in the early Eocene Epoch (56 to 49 million years ago). Although it is a poor agricultural soil, London Clay makes good bricks and is an ideal material for tunnelling, and so it has always been a vital resource in the development of the city. In some places in London, the clay is 150 metres thick. It bursts through the surface in great clumps at Lavender Hill, Clapton, Norwood.

I step back from the map and survey the fruits of my labours. Half eccentric artwork, half primary-school science project. The city I have known for all my life recedes into a rainbow landscape of pinks and yellows, greens and browns. Geological time reduces the human story to a footnote in the history of the planet – and yet these ancient rocks determine our patterns of settlement and communication; they govern the sites of our temples, our institutions of power; they shape the very curvature of our streets. This London is rarely seen, but it is always there, pressing its immanence into our world.

London Clay is a book about the city beneath the city: a hidden landscape of lost rivers and secret woodlands, of marshes and islands long buried underneath the sprawling metropolis. Across eight documentary essays, I chart the unheard stories that emerge from my hacked and tattered Streetfinder. I detect the tears in the map where the past emerges as a disruptive force into the modern city, flashing across the synapses of historical and geological time.

The Streetfinder is my guide – and yours. Its mysteries will trigger journeys of discovery, journeys across, underneath and into the deep city.fn1 We will encounter a landscape fundamentally configured by water, but which has been drained and tarmacked over. We will follow the course of London’s lost rivers, buried and degraded streams that persistently threaten to break their shackles, undermining developers’ ambitions and offering alternative ways of seeing the city. We will uncover islands in the Thames obscured by centuries of terraforming and erased from the records. And we will explore the edgelands of London, where wildflowers burst through concrete flyovers and ghosts of the deep past can be felt as a buzzing in the skull.

At the heart of my project is a desire to understand the place I was born by exploring it on foot. It is a fool’s quest, of course; London is always changing around us. Its omnivorous appetite consumes everything we throw at it. I have chosen places with depth, places which leap from the map into the imagination. Some are locations where my personal memories connect with a greater story of change across millennia, and each reveals different aspects of the city’s character that are still recognizable today. Consider these your doorways, or portals, into a place you thought you knew. Together, they tell an alternative story of London.

I make no apologies for the composition of this book, which is partial, subjective and incomplete; I am neither historian nor geographer, but write with the poet’s compulsion for rumour and conjecture. London is the most written-about city on the planet. (Not to mention the most observed, with over half a million CCTV cameras.) It is those things outside the official narrative – and beyond the gaze of the camera – that interest me: the folk tales and urban myths buried within rabbit holes of unauthorized hyperlinks.

London Clay is not a traditional guidebook, then. We’re going off map, drifting through familiar locations – the Houses of Parliament, the Square Mile and beyond – to uncover a hidden world of ruined Tube stations, flooded sewers, underground temples and abandoned industrial sites. Where my own knowledge or research has failed, I have sought the expertise of others: writers and wanderers, archaeologists, geologists and ecologists. Above all, I hope this book will inspire you – wherever you find yourself – to think about what lies beneath your feet and by doing so reveal new ways of looking at the world.

The map is almost complete. A muffled shout invades my candlelit world, followed by the clatter of metal. I have been up all night. Soon the sun will stream through the blinds into my flat and with it the noise of the market traders setting up their stalls in the street below. I fold up the map as best I can and pull on a hoodie.

I’m not going far – to an island of wilderness slap bang in the middle of London: a forgotten junkyard where the weeds grow wild and tall, and where the ground gives way to sudden, hidden depths.




I: Sinkhole



UNLOCKING THE SECRETS OF ALDGATE
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A Hole in the City


‘Ruins … are a reagent of memory, their incomplete, fractured elements demanding to be visualized or imagined whole again.’

KEN WORPOLE1
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THERE IS A HOLE in the city to whose ruined energy field I am drawn like iron filings to a magnet, like a whorl of hair down the plughole – here in Aldgate, where the East End meets the old Roman city in a knotted mess of roads and empty pedestrian subways. The hole lies in a fenced-off island of waste ground measuring 150 by 80 feet, wedged between the Aldgate roundabout and Goulston Street. Its northern edge abuts United Standard House – a ten-storey concrete office block that has been derelict for as long as I have lived here. Its ground floor is open to the elements and employed as a makeshift car park. The crumbling walls and blocked doorways have become a canvas for graffiti taggers.2 It is in this inauspicious, somewhat forgotten corner of Aldgate that my journey across London – and into the deep city – begins.

I have passed the hole most days in the nine years since I moved into a one-bedroom flat overlooking the nearby street market on Petticoat Lane. Back in 2008 I could even make out the hole from my office window; I was working from the top floor of the Hoop and Grapes, a seventeenth-century, timber-framed townhouse on Aldgate High Street that had survived the Great Fire of 1666. As the Credit Crunch descended on the City, I witnessed the exodus of jobless traders tramping east past the pub, some clutching a box of personal effects to their chest. The hole, to which they too seemed drawn, assumed the status of metaphor: a sinkhole for the City, threatening to swallow up the whole corrupt business of it – the banks and the bailouts, the dodgy deals and the liquid lunches.

Tomorrow the pocket of waste ground may be gone, and the hole along with it. The city is changing around us, performing an endless dance of construction and demolition. Steel and glass replace concrete, which once replaced brick and stone, and each material in turn survives as a layer, a deposit, as if the city were not land at all but a river flowing with the weight of what it has already destroyed. But today, on a bright morning in September 2013, the hole remains, for now, hidden behind a giant digital billboard promoting BVLGARI watches: a temporary screen designed to tidy away these scrappy edges.

I peer through the fence into a green haze; the interior of the island is bursting with plant life. Rampant, outsized weeds have colonized every inch of the empty plot; dense bushes on which discarded sweet wrappers have settled like budding flowers. Building rubble has grassed over, loose conglomerations bound into luminescent turf mounds.

In their application to Tower Hamlets’ planning office, the billboard’s owner claimed it would add ‘vibrance, colour and interest to this derelict corner eyesore site’. In another, they described it as ‘bland, vacant and degraded’.3 I trace the fence all the way around, looking for a weak spot. I can barely see the hole, because it too is overgrown, obscured by a dark-green canopy. If only I could get inside, I think, I could attempt a descent; a quest to unearth whatever secrets lie hidden in the ground.

When I first arrived in Aldgate, at the start of 2005, the wasteland was unadorned with this wild growth. The hole – in effect a trench 15 feet below ground level and filled with junk – was open to the wind and rain. I could make out redbrick walls, the wrecked foundations of a building and, at one end, the blocked-off entrance to what appeared to be a tunnel running east beneath Goulston Street.

I take a step back, for a wider view. Today, buses, minivans and daring cyclists are tearing around the junction from the direction of Bishopsgate. Other vehicles are attempting to filter from the south, across the main east–west road into the City of London. On my modified Streetfinder, the roundabout appears within a wide band of Langley Silt that stretches from Bethnal Green to Cornhill. Commonly known as ‘brickearth’, this blend of silt and clay was once the source of London’s trademark ‘yellow stock’ bricks.

I look around me. The derelict 1960s office block behind the hole is dwarfed by a larger, glassy rectangle called Aldgate House; it houses media group Thomson Reuters and construction services firm ISG, and is part-owned by Canada’s state pension fund. Diagonally across the roundabout, several departments of the Royal Bank of Scotland are accommodated inside a Brutalist fortress whose concrete exoskeleton calls to mind the hexagonal pillboxes I have occasionally stumbled across on coastal rambles.

One door down, and propelling the eastward spread of tall buildings up to Aldgate East station, is the latest addition to the ‘City Fringe’: the sixteen-floor Aldgate Tower. A soaring blade of super-reflective glass, on sunny days the tower appears as a violent interruption of sky blue; in overcast weather it assumes the rough patina and foreboding spirit of a standing stone.

Amidst all of this jumble, pedestrians come and go, navigating the perilous tracks and traffic islands of an ill-conceived gyratory system. They come and go alone and in groups of two or three, with briefcases, rucksacks and shopping bags, in suits, in jeans, and Islamic abaya, creating their own pathways – ‘desire lines’ – into and across the affray.

These thrusting towers are not merely the organic expression of capital on the edge of Europe’s premier financial district; they are the result of the deliberate transformation of Aldgate into a vibrant, business-friendly neighbourhood (to borrow the euphemistic vocabulary of town planning). It even has a sinister name: the Aldgate Masterplan. The site of the hole is earmarked for a hotel.

But more than that: the erection of gleaming office blocks constitutes a subliminal attempt to erase the history of Aldgate as a contested, in-between place, a neighbourhood characterized by impromptu development, ambiguity and the juxtaposition of unlike elements (high and low, rich and poor, official and unsanctioned). Even the principal material of the modern skyscraper, glass, with its transparent and reflective qualities, its surface effects, collapses the depth and complexity of the urban environment. The practice of ‘zoning’ makes non-places of the city, and non-citizens of those who live there. Aldgate has become an unreal space – beyond time and above geography.


Eald-gate. Old gate.

Eal-gate. The gate for all.



On the corner of Goulston Street and Whitechapel High Street opposite the hole, another remnant of a forgotten world stands defiant. Tubby Isaac’s jellied-eel stall was founded by Isaac Brenner in 1919. Tubby’s is an East End institution and has continued to serve up traditional seafood treats long after the area ceased to be the heart of Jewish London. But business is slow and Tubby’s will not make its centenary. Proprietor Paul Simpson, a fourth-generation eel-seller, is shipping out. ‘It’s a sign of the times,’ he says, resigned to his fate.4 Across the street, another fast-food outlet is frying halal burgers and anaemic hot dogs for construction workers and local teenagers.

It is January, bitter cold, and the streets are full of shadows. I am staring at the same gap in the perimeter, where a single strut of black steel fencing has been worked loose enough for a body to squeeze through. This time I have brought a video camera and, given my intention to trespass, it is night. Sunday, 8 p.m.: the market stalls have been tidied away and, with the surrounding offices empty till the financial markets open in the morning, Aldgate is at its quietest. With the background hum of the roundabout and an occasional siren the only distractions, I pay my full attention to the terrain before me. Streetlight is bouncing off the irregular forms of its topography and in a glance I see three wooden pallets, a large tarpaulin blowing in the wind, one traffic cone, a pool of water rippling in an iron girder, and, in the water, the reflection of a digital hoarding that is fixed to the side of the derelict insurance building: 5% interest from the bank account that’s different.

The northern edge of the island is enclosed by this building’s adjoining wall, which has been sprayed with a tag I cannot quite decipher in large, clumsy white lettering. I notice that the pallets have been stacked in such a way to offer access to a small, shuttered opening in the wall no more than two feet wide. The shutter is caught in the wind and is repeatedly hitting the window frame. Bang. Bang. BANG. I notice too a carrier bag stamped into the mud, and several empty cans of industrial-strength lager.

I step back to take a long shot of the fenceline down towards the fast food van, and immediately my right shoe meets the familiar squelch of a turd. I am wearing light-weight Gore-Tex walking shoes designed for clambering up fells, and here I am, stepping in dog shit at the porous edge of the City. I attempt to wipe the sole clean; first on a patch of dock weed bursting from the bottom of the fence, and then on the kerb. I am still on the safe side. I dare not go through.

And so instead I scout the edge back towards the main road. The turfed-over mounds in the centre of the waste ground are framed black against the light-polluted sky; I could easily be staring up at a Bronze Age burial chamber on some distant moor. All of London’s past is here, I think. For all history is the history of waste, of what was left behind, excreted, discarded or lost. Watching the hole over these last nine years, I realize I have been witnessing an archaeological dig in reverse. London is always breaking apart, yielding up the junk of the long departed – oyster shells, broken pipes, Roman masonry and Tudor cess pits.

I wait for a pause in the hum of traffic and then slip through a gap in the fence. The ground is soft underfoot. Inside, I am invisible. Few bother to look this way. I pocket my torch and pick my way across the site in darkness until the level ground falls away into thick foliage. I peer into the hole itself. It is thrilling to be this close. The deep pit is filling up with bottles, cans, polystyrene cartons, building materials, coils of wiring, soiled nappies and other things too numerous to mention. These are the things we will be remembered by. These are the things that count. Barely visible above all this waste I make out a faded Exit sign in old-fashioned type, revealing the site’s true identity. For the hole, this hole, is all that remains of an abandoned Tube station: the first incarnation of what we now call Aldgate East.

Aldgate East station opened on 6 October 1884 to service the recently extended District Railway. A black-and-white photograph taken in 1895 shows a single-storey, flat-roofed brick structure built in the neoclassical style. It boasts five tall windows with pronounced keystones, a triangular pediment carrying the name of the station and, below that, a round archway leading to the booking hall. The station is dwarfed to the side and rear by chimneys and taller brick buildings, one of which identifies itself as EDWARD TOPLIS / TOBACCO MANUFACTORY.

It was the great age of rail. Newly formed private companies competed to build lines into the city from the rapidly expanding middle-class suburbs, ferrying clerks and bankers from their terraced villas in Clapham, Camberwell and Notting Hill. In the foreground of the photograph we observe the following scene of street life: three City gents are walking past in morning suit, hat and cane; a woman crosses Whitechapel High Street in a white bonnet and heavy winter coat; a moustachioed newspaper salesman is stationed by a lamppost; a boy stands by a street vendor whose goods are too blurred to identify; two young men in flat caps wait by the station entrance. One is dark-skinned and bearded, and is looking west. He is, perhaps, a recent immigrant to the city, a refugee from the pogroms of the Russian Empire. For Aldgate and Whitechapel once formed the heart of Jewish London. By the turn of the twentieth century the East End was home to some one hundred thousand Jewish people.

Three or four rusting girders are still attached to the sides of the pit – remains of the station structure. They hang over the void like a smashed ribcage.

1884: this date can be read another way. It was just four years before the notorious ‘Leather Apron’ began his reign of terror in the poverty-stricken streets of the East End. The Tube and Jack the Ripper: my mind struggles to synthesize the two. How can they possibly be contemporary? Every night in summer months groups of bewildered tourists file through the backstreets of Aldgate and Whitechapel on organized tours led by local historians, Ripperologists and out-of-work actors. Bored French teenagers chew gum outside Happy Days, the fish and chip shop on Goulston Street, as their guide brings to life the sadistic crimes of Saucy Jack with dramatic speech and grand gestures. Some even wear period dress.

I take no pleasure in this malevolent history, nor the salacious retelling of it. The Ripper was a murderer of women in streets still troubled today by prostitution and its attendant vices of drug-dealing and sexual violence. Still, there is one contemporary piece of Ripperology that has me perplexed: a sinister line that I found daubed in white paint on the derelict office block behind the hole.


JUWES I DO CARE 4U (B.H.B.)



Amid the sprayed tags and ripped posters, one scrawled note might easily be overlooked. But to students of the Ripper murders, that misspelt word – ‘Juwes’ – leaps off the wall due to its connection with the notorious Goulston Street graffito.

On 30 September 1888 the bodies of two women, Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes, were discovered with their throats slashed and, in the latter case, hideously disembowelled. At 3 a.m., Metropolitan Police Constable Alfred Long discovered a bloodstained piece of apron – later confirmed as belonging to Eddowes – in the stairwell to a tenement block on Goulston Street. On the wall above was chalked an enigmatic note: ‘The Juwes are the men that will not be blamed for nothing’. The graffito was hastily erased on the orders of Superintendent Thomas Arnold, anxious to avoid escalating religious tensions between Jews and Gentiles in the East End. Neither its author nor its objective has ever been established. As with all Ripperology, multiple theories have flourished in the absence of hard evidence. Some posit that it was designed to implicate a Jewish killer; others precisely the opposite. Others still believe it to have Masonic connotations.

But what of the new graffito, haunting these streets more than a century later? Like the original, it is a riddle that only raises more questions. Who would leave such a message? Is it anti-Semitic, some kind of occult cryptograph, or just a bad joke? Why does its author use textspeak? And who, or what, is B.H.B.?

A bloodstained apron, a disused Tube tunnel, two mysterious graffiti writers. Pieces of a puzzle I have no chance of solving. Could the Ripper have escaped on the new underground railway? Just how many secrets are hidden in this hole? I feel myself being sucked down inside.

Aldgate East survived for fifty-four years. When a new line was built from Liverpool Street, the resulting bend at Aldgate East was thought to be excessively sharp and so in 1938 the station was relocated to its current position on the corner of Commercial Street. This also allowed for the use of new, eight-car trains at both Aldgate and Aldgate East, and for the closing of another stop on that line: St Mary’s on Whitechapel Road.fn1 The original Aldgate East station shut its doors on Sunday, 30 October with the new site opening the following morning. The closure was timely, for the boarded-up station was flattened by German bombers in 1940.

It is not true to say that nothing remains. The tunnel itself registers the loss. In recent years a group of anonymous guerrilla explorers walked down the live tracks from St Mary’s in search of the remains of the original Aldgate East. This is what they found. The old platforms reduced to stubs of their former selves. Original pillars, ever fresh in gunmetal-grey paint, still holding up the roof. The steel footbridges that once carried passengers over the tracks blocked off, but surviving; hidden above the modern trains that hurtle through the tunnel every ninety seconds.


We popped up on to the Eastbound platform, and climbed up the filthy ladder, thick with brake dust residue … Even on the tracks below, our torches were picking up lots of unknown particles in the air. These are breathed in not just by track workers and explorers, but also commuters every day. There were no footsteps up here until we arrived.5



They also discovered, beyond the platforms and eerily lit by emergency lights, a passageway filled with railway detritus. The passageway led to a series of interconnecting rooms and access corridors – two empty halls, toilet and washing area, storage cupboards. All flooded with artificial light. The walls were cracked and peeling with age, and the only signs of modern use were fire extinguishers and a pair of plastic road barriers. It is this complex of underground spaces, seemingly frozen in time, to which the trash-filled passages of the hole belong. I want to know how they connect. How it all adds up.

A Mercedes saloon speeds past the hole with a sudden blast of headlights and hip hop. The shutter swings back and forth in the wind, and I notice a faded yellow sign on the adjacent building: MCC LTD – CARPET SUPERMARKET – GOODS ENTRANCE.

I think of the workmen labouring in the tunnel on that long night in 1938. They are lowering the new tracks into place for the morning rush. It is hot, exhausting work. They will not have time to remove the metal hooks they have screwed into the ceiling for the job. The platforms of the new Aldgate East are wide and palatial, their walls covered in specially designed tiles. The halls and corridors of the old station will soon be empty and grow dusty. And then they will be forgotten.




The Line of the Stage
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IN THE NINE YEARS since I first moved to Aldgate, I have become increasingly obsessed by the hole. I spend my evenings poring over antique maps online, then buy my own in reproduction prints to hang in the flat. On walks through the city I make unnecessary detours just to pass the hole, noting its gradual transformation from naked building site to island wilderness. I watch as billboards come and go, the railings damaged then upgraded, then damaged again, and hoardings raised to block the view from one side. And yet the diggers never come. The city grows around us, and whatever plans the owner of the hole had for it remain, indefinitely, on ice.

I am learning the history of the hole piecemeal, excitedly tumbling down arcane pathways, looking for gaps in the record, unlikely connections, yet never committing to a sustained period of research by which I might build up a coherent story. I might make some profound discovery, only to forget it by the time I return to the messy folder of jpegs and PDFs concealed deep in the file system of my laptop. I am learning that this one small site was so full of stuff it could hardly be kept hold of; that it was, like London itself, a total mishmash.

What was here before the coming of the railway station that now lies bombed, ruined and buried in trash? I turn to my Ordnance Survey maps. In the nineteenth century the plot containing the hole and the derelict 1960s block behind it is shown as a complex of buildings, alleyways and courtyards labelled ‘Boar’s Head Yard’. It sounds familiar, but nothing clicks. And so I start digging for names, dates.

Adkin’s stable, c. 1880. A Calvinist meeting house, 1832. Hat-dyeing. A tobacco pipe workshop. A synagogue. A dissenters’ chapel. It was coming thick and fast. Levi Moses, 1759. Adrian Denise, Huguenot weaver, 1684. Mary Long, spinster of Walthamstow. John Oswin, baker of Spitalfields. Joseph Ager, apothecary and surgeon. William Thirtle, grazier.

And then I find it. Or, rather, it finds me.

The Boar’s Head.

I am looking at one of London’s first playhouses.

On 6 September 1557 a group of officials pulled in to a typical London inn on the very edge of the City’s jurisdiction. They were there on the instructions of the mayor and the Privy Council to prevent the performance of a ‘lewd play’ entitled A Sack Full of News by the Earl of Oxford’s players. We don’t know exactly what transpired, but the players were arrested, slung into prison for the night, and banned from future performances for two months. Their play-books were seized and the text was lost for ever.6

1557. The long reign of Elizabeth had not yet begun. And it would be another seven years till a certain William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon. Out here, in the scrappy fringe of the City, we can discern the first stirrings of a theatrical movement that would transform London, and English culture, for ever.

A two-month ban became forty years of silence. The Boar’s Head went dark, presumably reverting to the trade it knew best: the supply of strong beer and safe lodging. (Its location on the eastern edge of the City would have made it popular with travellers from Essex and beyond.) Or perhaps, just perhaps, performances of plays, ‘lewd’ or otherwise, continued; undocumented, unremembered, vanished from the corpus.

In November 1594 a haberdasher and money-lender by the name of Oliver Woodliffe bought a twenty-one-year lease to the Boar’s Head. Within four years, it was up and running again: not as a simple inn conversion, but as a purpose-built playhouse with a stage 40 by 25 feet, a tiring-house for the actors to get dressed and elevated galleries for standing spectators. A year later, Woodliffe and his business partner Richard Samwell carried out extensive renovations – expanding and covering the stage, increasing gallery capacity, and improving drainage.7 At its peak the Boar’s Head could have held one thousand paying audience members.

It was the height of the Elizabethan theatre boom – the property bubble of its time – and speculation was rife. Profits could be huge but it was a precarious business: cash-hungry, dependent on the changing tastes of audiences, liable to damage by fire or closure due to the plague, and always at the mercy of the censors. Almost as soon as the Boar’s Head was completed, its two shareholders sold their stakes in the playhouse: Woodliffe to a reckless speculator called Francis Langley; Samwell to Robert Browne, actor–manager of the Derby’s Men. Discord arose immediately between the two parties. Langley, supported by Woodliffe, sued first Samwell and then Browne for their share of the playhouse, claiming that their lease granted them only right of access and not ownership. A hail of litigation ensued. Claims and counterclaims. Vandalism. Multiple arrests. Detention in Marshalsea Prison; not only for Samwell, but also his daughter-in-law, Winifred, with her infant, Rebecca, ‘still sucking at her breast’. In this ever more bizarre story, Langley lives up to his reputation as an ‘underworld figure’.8 On four separate occasions in December 1599 he entered the playhouse with armed men with the intention of threatening violence on Samwell and his associates. On 16 December, Langley’s goons ‘did in the dark throw divers daggers and other weapons at [Samwell] … and his son, which weapons, hardly missing … did stick in the walls of the said house so as [Samwell] … and his son hardly escaped [with] their lives by shifting and flying away from their assaults’.9 On Christmas Eve, the gang even interrupted the performance of a play, forcing audience members at knifepoint to cough up their small change.10

The accounts of the legal (and physical) wrangling between Samwell, Langley, Browne and others take up more than thirty pages of English Professional Theatre, 1530–1660, a book so compendious it kicks up dust when I close the thick cover on my desk. And we know of at least three companies of actors – Derby’s, Worcester’s and Prince Charles’s Men – that played there. Yet there is no trace of a single play performed at the Boar’s Head. Not one title. In his seminal study of the playhouse, The Boar’s Head Playhouse, Herbert Berry proposes two anonymous plays that ‘might have’ been performed there, and waves a speculative hand at six others (including Thomas Heywood’s If You Know Not Me, You Know No Bodie).11 But there is no record. We have the bitter outer rind, but not the juicy innards. The play’s the thing. Of nothing.12

For all the claimants, to me the Boar’s Head was Robert Browne’s playhouse. He was the true theatre man among them. He was buried, alongside Woodliffe and another impresario, John Brayne, in the White Chapel of St Mary Matfelon; its foundations barely visible today in the scruffy lawn of Altab Ali Park.

I am reading of Browne’s death, during the plague epidemic of 1603, when suddenly, out of nowhere, a familiar name jumps off the page. On 21 October Joan Alleyn wrote a letter to her husband from their house in Southwark. ‘My intyre & welbeloved sweete harte,’ she greets him. ‘Browne of the Boares head is dead & dyed very pore, he went not into the countrye at all, and all of your owne company ar well at there owne houses.’ The company in question was the Admiral’s Men. The recipient of the letter was Edward ‘Ned’ Alleyn.

Alleyn: the most celebrated actor of the age. The owner of theatres, bear pits, brothels and a vast estate from Herne Hill to Sydenham Hill. Philanthropist. Childless. The founder of the College of God’s Gift at Dulwich for ‘12 poor Schollars’. Alleyn would have remembered Browne, for they were fellow players with the Worcester’s Men some twenty years before, when Alleyn was just sixteen. Alleyn, who was born in Bishopsgate and died owning half of south London.

I close the book, thinking of my parents. My mother arrived at Alleyn’s School – the sister school to Dulwich College – in the summer of 1979. It was there that she met my father, also newly qualified. They were there to teach English and Drama to the sons and daughters of south London’s middle classes. I think Alleyn would have approved.

I look back again at the battered sign for the carpet supermarket. Instinctively I put out my hand and place it flat against the brick wall. It is unexpectedly warm.

The playhouse is no more. Browne is no more. This, says Berry, is the line of the stage. This is the spot to fix a plaque.13




The Old Gate


‘A! Go we see, caste up the latis wyde; For thurgh this strete he moot to palays ryde; For other wey is fro the yate noon Of Dardanus, ther open is the cheyne.’

GEOFFREY CHAUCER14
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THE HOLE IS ALL the more arresting for the growing conformity of its surroundings. An unmanicured, ruined slump within a high-finance utopia. In truth, the entire junction has been riddled with decay for years; beneath the streets of Aldgate lies a complex network of abandoned pedestrian subways.

When I moved here, fresh from university, in 2005, you could still navigate the entire gyratory using these subterranean pathways. I would dive down a stairwell at the south end of Middlesex Street and come up for air a few minutes later on the corner of Mansell Street and Whitechapel Road. Then dive again, and surface outside the west door of St Botolph’s – the traveller’s church. The experience of walking the subways, especially at night, was one of total submersion. The white and pale-blue tiles and the glare of always-on strip lights lent it the appearance of a municipal swimming pool. One passageway was decorated with colourful panels advertising local amenities, and you left full of promise for the wonders of Petticoat Lane Market.15 Another was covered in graffiti and contained a locked door that was marked ‘public toilet’ but in my imagination concealed some sinister mystery.

As well as offering safe passage beneath the roundabout, the subway led to the ill-fated Aldgate Barrs Shopping Centre. Once home to around a dozen retail units, it is now entirely derelict; its entranceway used by itinerant, nocturnal drinkers whose stained and dusty sleeping bags are scrunched up against the boarded-up revolving door. It makes me think of other abortive attempts at sunless, troglodytic shopping: the bookshop and gents’ barber underneath the Old Street roundabout; the stalls that once lined Brunel’s Thames Tunnel.

The Aldgate roundabout, long considered a thorn in the urban plan, has been reshaped and the subways have simply lost their purpose; today the walkers, workers and lunchtime shoppers must take their chances above ground. All but a handful of the passages are closed up, shut off, the stairwells barred by steel security walls. Ealdgate. The old gate. I can’t stop thinking how dark it must be, in the labyrinth beneath my feet.

A gate is a structure that both includes and excludes. A site of welcome or of rejection, offering a guarantee of safe passage and the inevitability of taxes. When London was still a fortified settlement – a de facto city state with its own governance and laws – its two-mile-long wall was punctuated by seven gates; an arc of monumental entrances on a chain of military defences first raised by the Romans at the turn of the third century. Constructed using rubble, concrete and layers of tiles on a sandstone plinth and set on a trench foundation of clay, the Roman wall is believed to have stood over four metres high. Each entrance to the city was also the terminus of a road: trading routes to Colchester, St Albans, York and beyond. In the Middle Ages, these gates provided access into one of Europe’s great commercial spaces.

The Aldgate roundabout transforms the simple, linear dynamic of the gate into something altogether more ambiguous: a vortex from which you might as easily be thrown back out, pinball-like; or else ensnared, pulled in by centrifugal forces, condemned to circle for evermore.

Aldgate’s function as frontier, as border checkpoint, has been downgraded to a botched traffic-calming measure. I sat out the long summer of 2008 watching confused minicabs reversing the wrong way down Leman Street from my temporary office. The casual driver, guided by coordinates punched into a dash-mounted sat-nav, might not even register the crossing from Tower Hamlets into the City. A silver dragon stands rampant but lost on a traffic island.fn1 One claw grasps a shield bearing a coat of arms. A chubby, bright-red tongue flicks out from between his jaws like an obscene phallus.

It is only underground, in the now-mothballed subway, that this ancient boundary endures as a strip of metal, no more than three inches thick, set into the concrete floor between two crests. Walking home late from Aldgate Tube or from the bus stop on Mansell Street, I would descend into the cold light of the subway, and could not help but slow my pace on approaching the line. As I passed over the boundary, I would take a pronounced, slow-motion step, as if time itself had contracted to the width of that metal strip; as if the history of that place had become as dense as pressurized rock and I was falling through it.


The guarantee of safe passage.

The inevitability of taxes.



I am standing at the centre of a large traffic island at the western edge of the Aldgate gyratory, looking east, back out towards Whitechapel. Across the traffic, the Georgian church of St Botolph’s is nestled in a little cushion of trees; and behind me the Gherkin pushes its brassy neck above the City. It is summer, 2012, and the sky is dark with thunderclouds. I am sheltering from pre-storm drizzle in a wooden structure that only two weeks before did not exist. Four slender columns support a canopy of struts and beams so intricately meshed that it resembles molecular modelling, or a map of the nervous system. The latticework is finely done, but with nails showing at the joints and the sky peeking through, the whole thing seems unfinished. Is that an owl – a life-sized wooden owl – perched on one corner? I step back, into light rain, and take it all in. Something like a house on stilts; or a piece of ornate scaffolding.

Four miles away to the east, the Olympic Games are in full swing in the reclaimed industrial land beyond the river Lea. (Though in typical British fashion, rainwater has been reported leaking into the velodrome and the men’s trap shooting has been suspended due to ‘lightning and dangerous conditions’.)16 The structure I am scrutinizing and to whose partial protection I have hurriedly returned is the brainchild of Studio Weave, an architectural practice based in Hackney. Their Paleys upon Pilers was commissioned for High Street 2012 – a project to promote the route from the City to the Olympic Park in Stratford. For the first time in two hundred and fifty years Aldgate has a gate, albeit one that is ignored by all but the most curious or rain-soaked pedestrian.fn2

Like the hole, Studio Weave’s larch-wood Paleys is conspicuous amid the glass, metal and concrete vernacular of Aldgate. Its unvarnished exoskeleton seems to glow even in this weather. I look closer and notice that the supporting columns are decorated with red and blue patterns and shapes: intricate interlacing, sprouting foliage, geometric fretwork, initials illuminated in gold like a medieval Book of Hours.

In June 1374 a young civil servant arrived in Aldgate – a vintner’s son, trained in the law and fresh from foreign travel. He had been appointed comptroller of customs for the port of London, a position for which he received an annual salary of £10 and the lease to the rooms above the gate. Merchant’s stock he may have been, but this Londoner enjoyed royal patronage; only two months earlier, on St George’s Day, he had been granted a daily allowance of one gallon of wine by King Edward. As comptroller, his workplace was the Custom House, a ten-minute walk down to the river from the gate. His duties comprised the weighing and inspection of all wool, leather and sheepskin exported from the City, and the collection of taxes thereon. But at night he would return to the gatehouse, weary from work, and sit by candlelight with pen, ink and vellum (parchment made from animal skins). For he was a poet. And his name was Geffray Chaucer.

To live a stone’s throw from this: imagine! Where the giant of early English literature laid his head. Where he dreamt up Troilus and Criseyde. The Parlement of Foules. Where he translated Boethius. Where, perhaps, The Canterbury Tales was first conceived. I was gripped. And no blue plaque to mark this site either; Chaucer was my little secret. A name to whisper to myself like a magic charm in the depths of the subway or while gazing out of my garret window above the Hoop and Grapes.

Chaucer lived, as Caroline Barron puts it, ‘on the margin’.17 At the boundary between two wards; neither outside the City nor entirely within. The gatehouse was a fortified structure, designed for use as a temporary prison. Yet it was from this unlikely vantage point that Chaucer surveyed his London. The beggars and the tradesmen. Merchants in their finery. Goldsmiths and victuallers. Travellers from the east. Flemings and Italians. Austin canons from the nearby priory of Holy Trinity shuffling past in black robes.

But Chaucer was no Dickens or Hogarth, chronicling the city with photographic precision. The subjects of his early (pre-Tales) poems were mythical, Classical or flights of fancy: the real world – yes – but refracted by the forces of imagination and language. He seems to have been obsessed with sleep, and with the potential of dreaming to trigger both the sublime and the surreal. Entering his poetry is, for the modern reader, a dazzling, joyously disconcerting experience. The language sounds uncannily like our own, and yet it is off-kilter, jolted out of time, corrupted by the twists and spins of English itself. Speak it in the air, and you could be speaking bungled French; speak again and a kind of Dutch comes out, blended with a Cornish twang.


Ye knowe ek that in forme of speche is chaunge

Withinne a thousand yeer, and wordes tho

That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge

Us thinketh hem, and yet thei spake hem so18



Chaunge or ‘change’: it was perhaps Chaucer’s central obsession. Change of love. Change of fortune. The change of estaat or class.

Aldgate. Ealdgate. Ealgate.

Chaucer, working late in his gatehouse rooms, did not write about London directly. Instead he turned his mind towards Troy, the archetypal city state, to pen his first poetic masterpiece. In Troilus and Criseyde, the city appears as a military fortress with ‘toures heigh’ and ‘walles faste’, besieged by a foreign army but ultimately destroyed from the inside out.19

It was not Greeks but Essex men who threatened the City of London on the afternoon of 13 June 1381. The rebels, armed with clubs, bows and hand-me-down swords, swept along the old Roman road from Colchester. They swept across the open farmland of Essex, past the tide mills at Stratford and the crossing of the Lea, past the workshops and scattered tenements of Stepney, past Panfield, Bradfield and Basefield, across the campground at Mile End Green, across the Galeysfield and on past Ashwynes Great Field and the whitewashed chapel of St Mary Matfelon. A contingent of Kentish rebels led by Wat Tyler was crossing London Bridge from the south when the Essex force – provoked by the poll tax, enraged by corruption, inspired by the chance to end their serfdom – approached the Aldgate.

It is not clear who opened the gate, or why – there were many in London who shared the rebels’ grievances – but what followed is well documented.fn3 The rebels streamed into the City from the south and east, forcing open the prisons and attacking Flemish immigrants. They destroyed the priory and manor house at Clerkenwell, and sacked first the Knights Hospitallers’ precinct (the Temple), then John of Gaunt’s Savoy Palace, gutting its interior and burning all the papers they could find. By the evening the rebels had assembled outside the Tower of London, where a fourteen-year-old King Richard was holed up with his senior noblemen and the detested Archbishop of Canterbury, Simon Sudbury.

But what of Chaucer, guardian of the Aldgate? Was he witness to events from above, his ear to the door as thousands of angry rebels flooded into the city? Might he even have been involved in opening the gate? Or was he, ever the pragmatist, concealed in some safe house? For Chaucer was a tax official and an associate of John of Gaunt.fn4 He would have been wise to have left town altogether.

I look up again at the trellis-like structure above me. The weather is finding gaps in the fretwork. Fat raindrops land on my coat. A bus judders past. The whole thing is laughably precarious: a new gate where the old one stood. I think it might collapse at any moment.

In one of Chaucer’s early dream visions, the dreamer searches for the ‘Hous of Fame’ and on finding it observes that its foundations are made not of rock but gleaming ice. ‘This were a feble fundament / To bilden on a place hye,’ he notes, before spotting the names of the famous melting in the sun. This was the fantasy that inspired Studio Weave’s rickety gateway. Chaucer’s dream poems are full of ethereal or unstable structures. He was haunted by human fallibility and the impermanence of things. The House of Fame was Chaucer’s Tower of Babel, ‘full of tydynges, / Bothe of feir speche and chidynges, / And of fals and soth [truth] compouned’.

Perhaps he was at home after all, that fractious summer day in 1381, trembling in the upper room, carving his own name into the shaky fundament of the gate itself.


CHAUCER WAS HERE






Whose Streets
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THE POLICE ARE PERFORMING exercises in the yard behind the hole. Fifty or so officers march in lines with riot shields held out in front, while a group of ten or fifteen guard the way into Aldgate. In their black, padded gear they resemble an amateur re-enactment society doing The Empire Strikes Back. Curious locals are being funnelled back towards Wentworth Street where a dozen Bengali teenagers are lounging around the empty market stalls in ‘Muslim Council of Europe’ hi-vis jackets.

It is September 2011. I have been circling the hole all week, looking for a way in, and now it is strictly off limits. Petticoat Lane is under lockdown. Lines of blackcurrant stormtroopers block the entrances to Wentworth, Toynbee and Old Castle Streets, turning the square of pavement outside my front door into no man’s land.

The cause of this discord is a thousand-strong band of protestors who arrived that morning at Liverpool Street and Kings Cross stations before assembling at the north end of Tower Bridge. They call themselves the English Defence League. In truth, they are a rabble of far-right dissidents, Islamophobes and former football hooligans led by Tommy Robinson, a twenty-eight-year-old sunbed shop owner from Luton. I can hear distant chants of ‘E! E! EDL!’ and ‘No surrender to the Ta-li-ban’.

Their plan: to march through the East End of London to protest against radical Islamism amid reports of Sharia Law being enforced in Whitechapel. The route would take them down Whitechapel High Street, past Brick Lane with its famous curry houses, to the door of the seven-thousand-capacity East London Mosque. But it was not to be. Three days before, Home Secretary Theresa May had issued a thirty-day banning order on marches in Tower Hamlets and four neighbouring boroughs. But still they were here, trapped inside the Aldgate gyratory, on the City side of the border. They would not take a single step into Tower Hamlets.

The riots that engulfed the city in August are fresh in the memory and the streets are tense. It’s lucky I’m high up, then, wearing a crumpled Panama, eating Tesco’s finest falafel and spying on the action from the rooftop. One copper, craning his neck to follow the trajectory of a news helicopter, spots me and nudges his colleague. I munch another falafel, and then descend to take a closer look.

A crowd of several thousand has gathered at the main police line across Whitechapel High Street. A mix of locals, both Asian and white, and anti-fascist demonstrators. Some are wearing the professional anarchist uniform of black hoodie, face scarf and rucksack, and break out into chants of ‘Whose streets? Our streets!’ There are small groups of young Bengalis, most in streetwear, a few in Islamic dress. I recognize faces from the estates around Petticoat Lane. They look bored and faintly embarrassed by the more vocal demonstrators. Behind us the main counter-demonstration is leaving from Altab Ali Park with banners and loudhailers. Beyond the police line, the road is deserted. From Aldgate East station to the roundabout, where the silver dragon of the City stands guard, where I can just make out another solid police line holding back the raised flags of St George.

The EDL rehearse old prejudices with sad predictability. Those with long memories recall Oswald Mosley’s Fascist ‘Blackshirts’ marching through the East End in the 1930s, and the Jewish and Irish East Enders who stood against them on Cable Street. I think too of the men of Kent and Essex who stormed the gates of London in 1381 and whose legitimate grievances were set aside for the pursuit and murder of Flemish immigrants.

Forbidden to proceed horizontally across the city, the EDL are trapped within the vortex of the gate, an infinite loop, sanctioned to perform a ‘static march’. I imagine them parading on the spot – an angry step aerobics – before descending corkscrew-like into the fabric of the city, down through melting tarmac, through water pipes and service tunnels, a millennium of rubble, and down through silt and wind-blown sand, to the very London Clay that lies beneath it all. This deep city.

Later a ten-minute video clip will emerge on YouTube. A crowd has gathered in the sunshine on Aldgate High Street. Spirits are high. Flags of St George are held aloft, some decorated with crudely scrawled place names: Lincoln, Croydon, Newcastle-under-Lyme. I can see only white men, many with shaved heads, some in hi-vis jackets. Some of the younger men have ski-masks and hoodies pulled over their heads. A figure dressed as an Orthodox Jew with fake beard and a wide-brimmed hat is introduced as ‘Rabbi Benjamin Kid ’em on’. Cries of ‘We love you, Tommy!’ sound out as Robinson – real name: Stephen Yaxley-Lennon – stands, removes his disguise, and takes the microphone.

‘The more Islam the less freedom,’ he begins. ‘We stand here today in Tower Hamlets. We stand for freedom. We stand for democracy. And we stand for democratic rights.’

He has the skilled orator’s easy style. He attacks the police for issuing him with an ASBO, and promises to keep up the fight. ‘There are thousands of Islamist lunatics running around the streets of East London. These streets do not belong to paedophilic Muslim gangs.’

Cries of ‘Whose streets? Our streets!’ start up before a police snatch squad moves in and the video ends. It’s the same chant on both sides.

Whose streets. Our streets.

The headline reads LONDON CELEBRATES OLYMPIC VICTORY. I remember it word for word because as I passed the entrance to the Tube on my walk home a ragged copy of the Evening Standard almost flapped into my face, caught in a sudden gust of wind. Kelly Holmes with arms aloft as the magic word was said: London. It was 6 July 2005. The sky was unusually dark that evening, and the streets were deathly quiet. At dusk, the air was thick with exhaust fumes and little squalls of debris tracked across the junction. It was like walking through smoke. And there was that light you get when low sun streams through thunderclouds.

Sometimes, when you take the District Line from Aldgate East towards the City, the train will stop just outside the station to let a Circle Line train go past, and if you look to your right you can see the end of the platform at Aldgate, and for a moment the tunnel is lit by an eerie glow, long shadows are cast along the dirty brick walls and ancient cabling, and you see yourself too, looking out, caught between darkness and light, between the past and your final destination.

The next morning I left for work as usual, walking the half mile or so down Whitechapel High Street to my office behind the mosque. I thought nothing of the heavy shutters pulled across the entrance to Aldgate East station. I was at my desk when the first reports began to hit the news sites. A derailed train. Explosions caused by an electrical surge on the Tube.

By mid-morning the facts were falling into place: three simultaneous detonations on the Underground at Aldgate, Kings Cross and Edgware Road, and a fourth on a number 30 bus in Tavistock Square, its roof ripped clean off by the blast. The Aldgate bomber boarded a Circle Line train heading east. His device discharged 100 yards from the platform at Liverpool Street station, killing seven people and injuring hundreds. His name was Shehzad Tanweer. He was twenty-two. He would have been in my year at school.

The mobile networks were down and I received a tearful call on the office phone from my girlfriend, Sarah. She had overslept and hadn’t made it in to work (yards from the Tavistock Square bus explosion). All day I listened to the wails of sirens as ambulances ferried the wounded to the Royal London Hospital in Whitechapel. Survivors were surfacing at Aldgate, shocked and covered in soot, bits of shrapnel, other people’s blood, some with makeshift bandages or sucking at oxygen masks. They must have walked the 250 yards from the crash site to the station in almost pitch black, ghosting the line of the Roman wall, before emerging in the middle of the gyratory.

It was like a waking dream. I can barely remember what we said to one another, or if we spoke at all.

There was a hole in my stomach.

And as I walked back from work, the world felt complex and clear at the same time. The police had sealed off an area three streets wide around the station so I had to cross the cordon to get home. I sat down, alone, in my one-bedroom flat above an empty market, turned on the TV news and wept.

A ruined station. A lost playhouse. Terror, protest and poetry. A hole in the city slowly going to waste. This is the story of Aldgate: an island of erasure obsessively mapped and walked. The hole has sucked me down into the earth and now it spits me out, recharged and ready to begin again, to strike out across London in search of urban mysteries buried beneath the streets.

Aldgate station, 7 July 2015, 11 a.m. It is ten years to the day since the bomb. I guess there are a hundred of us here, standing in a circle outside the entrance. There is no signal. It just … begins. The traffic noise subsides. Our heads bow. A piece of litter skips across the pavement. And then it is done.

‘The East End of London belongs to Cockneys,’ Tommy Robinson had said, before being bundled into a meat wagon. I look at the faces around me. Faces of bankers, office workers, cleaners and Tube station staff. All colours and all creeds. Not here to be counted; but here to be present. To witness.

The Paleys upon Pilers has been dismantled. There is again no mark of that great gate. Tubby Isaac’s is long gone, but now I spot that Rose Seafood has taken its pitch, with the promise of ‘World Famous Jellied Eels’. I drift east to see the hole one final time, before it’s cleared and backfilled for the footprint of some other grand design. It is as wild as ever, a deeper green now, bristling with bindweed and brambles: a jungle where once a playhouse stood. The gap in the fence has been repaired, but signs of entry linger on: a sleeping bag; two black bin liners spilling over with sweatshirts and denim jeans. Even on a summer’s night, it is a desperate bivouac.

I turn a corner and freeze. They are filling in the subways. A team of workmen sit on a breezeblock waiting for the liquid concrete to dry. A lake of concrete where the entrance to the subway used to be. The tunnels I loved to navigate, where you could cross the invisible line into the City.

People are walking past me, so many people, walking this way and that, finding routes through the roadworks as best they can. Even ruins will one day be erased. There is an information board fixed to the railings. Promises of road improvements, new public spaces, a digital render of the future roundabout, and a hashtag: #aldgateischanging




Herne


‘I can still walk up and down the piece of road between the Fox tavern and the Herne Hill station, imagining myself four years old.’

JOHN RUSKIN1
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