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Introduction

London is a city steeped in history: a place where the past lingers in every shadow. Some 2,000 years in the making and covering 600 square miles, like any modern capital it reinvents itself on an almost perpetual basis. The skyline is permanently pricked by the steel skeletons of cranes and embryonic skyscrapers because of this; yet it is almost impossible to walk the city’s streets without finding a survivor from one of its previous incarnations.

Besides fragments of Roman wall, gloriously intact Norman churches and even traces of the odd Saxon fish trap in the Thames, London still boasts working medieval markets, a handful of ancient timber-framed survivors of the Great Fire, and scores of streets and squares that grew out of the earliest experiments in English town planning. Many of these treasures are enjoyed year round by visitors, often at no charge; yet for a city that has preserved so much of its heritage, it’s clear that an awful lot has been lost.

Over the centuries, priceless treasures have vanished, exceptional buildings been destroyed or modified beyond recognition, and entire communities wiped out by disease, development and war. In a few rare cases literally nothing has been left behind, but often we can find some tantalising clues to what has gone. These may be old documents and fading photographs, curious lumps of dressed stone poking through the mown grass, or a street name referencing something extraordinary that occupied a site in earlier times.

Chasing down these traces can be challenging – but also thrilling and far more rewarding than simply traipsing the well-trodden heritage trail where most of the romance is overwhelmed by the queues and crowds. This book, I hope, provides the perfect place for its readers to begin the search.

David Long

Boxford, Suffolk

www.davidlong.info




The Adelphi

Strand, WC2

In 1768 the four Adam brothers – John, Robert, James and William – took a ninety-nine-year lease on a plot of land between the river and the road, for which they paid the Duke of St Albans £1,200 per annum. Once on site, they set about building a quay and multi-storey warehousing in extensive vaults set back from the river.

They called their scheme the Adelphi, from the Greek adelphoi meaning ‘brothers’, and modelled the houses above on Diocletian’s great palace at Split. Relying on cheap labour from their native Scotland, and paying pipers to keep the workforce happy, the Adams also planned a series of streets above with a pair running parallel to the river and another perpendicular to it.

The centrepiece was to be the magnificent Royal Terrace comprising eleven four-storey, stuccoed-and-pilastered houses overlooking the Thames. These had the best-quality interiors decorated by the likes of Angelica Kauffman and G.B. Cipriani, so the brothers were clearly aiming high.

With such a grand scheme it is perhaps unsurprising that the project quickly ran into difficulties. The Corporation of the City of London tried to block it by claiming ownership of the riverbed; then there was a severe funding shortfall, in part because the government declined to rent the massive vaults beneath the development for fear they would flood at high tide.

It was also difficult to let such spacious and prestigious properties, which were considered by some to be too far from the newly fashionable West End to attract the right class of tenant. However, the Adams had influential friends, as well as imagination, and a special Act of Parliament was passed in 1773 allowing them to rescue their scheme by holding an official lottery.

The following year 4,370 tickets were sold at Jonathan’s Coffee House in Change Alley. Each cost the buyer £50, and with the proceeds the Adams were soon able to complete their substantial forty-one-bay development, which looked spectacular when viewed from passing vessels on the river.

The crisp, neoclassical design quickly attracted buyers, including a number of artistic and creative tenants such as the actor David Garrick and novelists J.M. Barrie and Thomas Hardy.

But unfortunately the Adelphi was not to last. The construction of the Victoria Embankment less than a century later cut the warehouses off from the river and, once they lost their utility, these voluminous spaces became a haunt of the poor and homeless.

Once this happened, the decline of the streets above was bound to follow, and within two years the exterior of the Royal Terrace was crudely cemented over to save on maintenance and all the decorative ironwork was removed. By 1936 the properties had deteriorated so badly that almost the entire development was torn down and then replaced by an office block with the same name but literally none of the style.

Now almost nothing survives of the original scheme, besides a few houses such as 7 Adam Street, 1–3 Robert Street, 4–6 John Adam Street and the attractive headquarters of the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce. Some of the vaulting can be explored from Lower Robert Street, but by no means enough of it to give a fair impression of the brothers’ imaginative and hugely ambitious Thameside dream.




Admiralty Shutter Telegraph

West Square, Kennington, SE11

In the 1700s good men riding hard could take many hours to deliver a single message from the Admiralty in Whitehall to the important naval establishments at Portsmouth, Chatham and Plymouth.

Clearly a more efficient means of communication was badly needed and in 1795 the Royal Navy established what became known as an optical telegraph system. This linked London with the coast and comprised several lines of signalling stations that used tall racks of hinged shutters to send coded messages over relatively long distances. Initially ten stations were built in a line heading south to Portsmouth. A second chain of twenty-two in 1806 stretched even further – 200 miles to Plymouth.

The lines started at the Admiralty, with the first stations on the roof of Wren’s Royal Hospital; at Putney near the Telegraph Inn; and at Coombe Warren in Kingston upon Thames. Stations for Chatham were built at West Square in Kennington and on Lewisham’s Telegraph Hill.

Each of these stations was manned by just four operators, often retired sailors who were supervised by a naval officer. Two of the sailors were so-called glassmen, who used telescopes to read signals from the neighbouring stations. The second pair, known as ropemen, were responsible for sending messages by physically tugging on the ropes that moved the shutters. These could be opened and closed to create dozens of different combinations.

The system proved to be a rapid and accurate means of sending important despatches in minutes instead of hours. The most obvious drawback was that the system could only be used in daylight, typically for just six hours a day, and of course any mist or fog around one of the stations would mean reverting to men on horseback.

Otherwise it was foolproof, and extremely cost effective, and it remained in use throughout the Napoleonic Wars. On 6 July 1814 one of the most famous signals was sent down the lines advising those manning the stations to ‘immediately discontinue’ because Napoleon had been banished to Elba. Thereafter the stations only reopened when the Corsican surprised everyone by landing back in France the following March.

Later the shutter system was gradually replaced by a more sophisticated arrangement of moving arms or semaphore. Eventually this too was superseded by a combination of the railway and the electric telegraph.

In 1847 military communication wires were laid alongside the rails of the London and South Western Railway to Gosport and the Royal Clarence Yard, and then via an underwater cable to Her Majesty’s Dockyard Portsmouth. On New Year’s Eve of the same year, the signalling station glassmen and ropemen were quietly ordered to stand down for the last time.

Sadly none of the London stations have survived in anything like their original form, but a Surrey station can be seen at Chatley Heath near Cobham and this is open to the public.




The Baltic Exchange

St Mary Axe, EC3

One of several historic institutions that developed out of London’s early infatuation with coffee and chocolate – Lloyd’s is another along with White’s in St James’s Street and the Stock Exchange. In 1744, when the Maryland Coffee House in Threadneedle Street changed its name to the Virginia and Baltick, it was laying the foundations of a titan that came to dominate shipping and trade around the globe.

The existence of the Baltic Exchange, even so, was not widely known until it was suddenly wrecked by Irish republican bombers in April 1992. The intervening two and a half centuries had seen the old coffeehouse develop into a ruthlessly commercial giant but few outside the industry appreciated that it was responsible for brokering most of the world’s freight charter business and at least half of all international merchant vessel sales.

For almost a hundred years its home was an exceptional building in St Mary Axe that many felt was the finest nineteenth- or early twentieth-century interior in the Square Mile. Its heart was a vast trading floor, located beneath multiple hemispherical domes in a cathedral-like hall of marble and mahogany with spectacular heraldic decoration and a breathtakingly beautiful war memorial of richly coloured stained glass.

Its nemesis came in the form of an ordinary white Ford Transit van packed with home-made explosive. This was parked in St Mary Axe, and not outside the Stock Exchange, which is what the warning telephone call from the Provisional IRA had actually claimed.

When it was detonated, the blast killed two men and a young girl, injuring ninety-one others and causing an estimated £800 million-worth of damage. The Baltic Exchange was all but destroyed.

The building was Grade II* listed, but there seemed no real hope that it would ever be restored. Instead, at a cost of around £4 million the wreckage was dismantled, crated up and taken away to Kent. For a while, Britain’s largest self-build project was offered for sale for £750,000 through a company called Pavilions of Splendour.

‘Ready to make a fine country house’, according to the blurb, the carefully organised rubble, now de-listed by English Heritage, was said to comprise almost fifty containers of red granite, coloured marble and Portland stone as well as all the sea monsters and mermaids on dolphins that had given the Edwardian gem much of its charm.

For years there were no signs that anyone was interested but then in 2006 it was reported that an Estonian businessman had offered £800,000 for the whole lot. He said he had plans to rebuild it ‘like Lego’ in the middle of Tallinn, although at the time of writing the status of this project is not at all clear.

Today the site on St Mary Axe is occupied by the Gherkin, which many consider to be the first and best of the City’s strangely shaped new towers. Its own glazed dome may be no match for those of its predecessor, but some credit is due to the Gherkin’s first tenant, Swiss Ré. The company generously funded the restoration of the aforementioned stained-glass memorial, and since 2005 this glorious relic has been on display at the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich.




Baltic Wharf Figureheads

Millbank, SW1

Among the many surprising exhibits at the 1851 Great Exhibition in Hyde Park were examples of deckchairs and other pieces of outdoor furniture made from old ships’ timbers. These represented an early exercise in ‘upcycling’ as well as highlighting a major shift in naval architecture as wood gave way to iron and sail surrendered its centuries old supremacy to steam.

Generations of Londoners had been engaged in shipbuilding and chandlery, launching literally thousands of warships, merchant vessels, barges and lighters into the Thames from dockyards at Deptford, Wapping and Rotherhithe. Henry Castle was one of them but could see by the 1830s that his industry was dying. He observed that more wooden vessels were being stripped and dismantled on the Thames than new ones were being built.

Many of these, including J.M.W. Turner’s famous Fighting Temeraire, were reaching the end of their working lives around the time Queen Victoria came to the throne. Castle watched scores of them sailing up the Thames for the final time and, although still in his 20s, he was shrewd enough to spot an enormous commercial opportunity.

Switching into the ship-breaking business, he opened a new yard at Rotherhithe’s King & Queen Dry Dock and, later, a second on the foreshore opposite Vauxhall. Before long, yards like his were crowded with decommissioned vessels. The most dilapidated were simply torched so that any usable metal could be recovered. Others were broken up more systematically. The best timber was set aside for recycling into furniture and building materials; much of the rest was cut up and sold as fuel to heat the Houses of Parliament, St James’s Palace and the Bank of England.

Castle’s deckchairs were available at the Exhibition for next-day delivery and proved highly popular. However, the most striking feature at Baltic Wharf was his collection of immense carved oak figureheads. These included several superb examples that the yard’s proprietor had rescued after signing a major contract with the Admiralty.

For decades the figureheads stood over the cobbled entrances to his yard, having previously graced the prows of HMS Colossus, Edinburgh, Princess Royal and others. Today such glorious and evocative relics of the Age of Sail would be enormously valuable, but sadly Baltic Wharf was bombed in 1941 and this unique collection was lost for good.




The Bank Picquet

Threadneedle Street, EC2

The phrase ‘Gordon Riots’ is familiar enough but most Londoners today would probably struggle to explain who Lord George Gordon was or why his supporters inflicted such senseless and widespread carnage on their own city in June 1870.

The week-long riots were primarily anti-Catholic and are still the worst of their kind in British history. They resulted in an estimated 800 deaths, the partial destruction of five prisons and numerous other public buildings, hundreds of arrests and eventually more than two dozen executions for treason. Once order had been restored, the creation of the Bank Picquet was simply the sound of another stable door being closed long after the horse had bolted.

During the clear-up it emerged that clerks at the Bank of England had spent days fighting off the rioters. It seems unlikely that, as one report suggested, they were forced to melt down their own inkwells to manufacture bullets but it was obvious to the authorities that the defence of such a key City institution could no longer be left to amateurs and volunteers.

Up to 20,000 soldiers had been required to quell the riots by firing live ammunition into the crowds. Now a small detachment of Foot Guards was detailed to guard the Bank of England, arriving each night from the Tower of London and in later years from Wellington or Chelsea Barracks. These men marched through the streets in full service dress, often to the annoyance of its citizens who were roughly shoved aside, before arriving at the bank by 3 p.m. and remaining there until the following morning.

Its strength varied over time but the Picquet (pronounced ‘picket’) latterly comprised a minimum of one officer, a sergeant, a corporal, a lance corporal and eight privates. The men were required to stand guard at sentry points in the Counting House Parlour and the Bullion Vault after swapping their boots for plimsolls to protect the polished floors. The supervising officer was given a bottle of port each night and could invite a friend to accompany him at dinner. The other ranks received a pint of beer apiece and a shilling (5p) to purchase tea and cake from the canteen.

Remarkably this arrangement continued late into the twentieth century, although by this time the installation of traffic lights and much heavier traffic on the roads made it difficult to time the nightly march with any precision.

Occasionally, for example in bad weather, the guards were allowed to travel to Bank Station by Tube, and in 1963 a switch from scarlet to khaki service dress and the introduction of modern automatic weapons reinforced the idea of security over City ceremonial. It wasn’t until 1973, after more than 200 years, that the men of the Picquet were returned to their barracks for the final time.




Barings Bank

Bishopsgate, EC2

Once one of the big beasts of merchant banking, the 1995 collapse of Baring Brothers & Company made headlines around the world even though, in the light of subsequent financial scandals, its losses of around £800 million now seem almost modest.

Britain had several of these old and venerable banks at the time. Coutts & Co. enjoyed a certain cachet as the late Queen’s bank, and C. Hoare was still owned by the founding family after a dozen generations and more than 350 years. It still is today and, famously, the front door to its Fleet Street palazzo can be locked only from the inside because a member of the family is always on the premises, day and night, should any of its select and very few thousand customers call.

Coutts and Hoare made Barings look like a comparative newcomer but it was nevertheless counted among the same elite and its destruction was a major embarrassment for the City of London.

Established here in the 1760s, the bank’s German partners assimilated rapidly into society and rose through the British establishment. Acquiring a pair of baronetcies, several baronies and viscountcies and a brace of earldoms along the way, members of the family became Knights of the Garter, government ministers and MPs while holding senior positions in both the military and diplomatic services.

For more than two centuries, the bank prospered and was very much the engine of the family’s social advancement as well as the source of its considerable wealth. Barings famously played a leading role in the Louisiana Purchase in 1802 – strictly speaking, the American government bought nearly 530 million acres from the bank rather than from Napoleon – and a decade later the same bank provided much of the funding for the catastrophically inconclusive War of 1812. At other times Barings employed a more cautious approach, which ceded its position to Rothschilds but may have enabled the company to weather the Great Depression as well as it did.

Its luck finally ran out in the 1990s, however, when a single trader in the bank’s Singapore branch began to pile up substantial losses. Bizarrely, the bank’s own systems enabled these losses to be concealed and even disguised as profits. The deception was only noticed in 1995 when a spot check revealed that the trader had lost a sum more or less equal to the bank’s total assets.

The trader went on the run and then to jail, dozens of senior executives resigned or were sacked, and Barings itself was sold for a nominal £1 coin. Today all that remains is the Baring Archive, a fascinating trove of documents describing more than two hundred years of international banking and demonstrating yet again that, in the City of London, the race for profits means that not everyone’s word is his bond.




The Blackfriars Barge

Blackfriars Underpass, EC4

In 1962, during construction work on a new underpass close to the Blackfriars road and rail bridges, archaeologists discovered the remains of an ancient wooden ship, which was quickly identified as a Romano-Celtic barge. Its near-60ft hull was full of Kentish ragstone, indicating that it was one of many such vessels that plied the Medway and Thames bringing substantial, 50-tonne loads of building material into London for the Roman city wall.

This one seems to have sunk at its moorings near to where the River Fleet flows into the Thames, possibly as a result of a collision. Items found at the wreck site, including a wooden mallet and sherds of pottery, pointed to a mid-second-century date. This was confirmed by dendrochronological tests to establish the precise age of the timbers used in its construction.

The exciting discovery was enormously significant, and not just for London. The surviving timbers show evidence of an infestation of Teredo Navalis or shipworm, meaning the barge must have put to sea at some point. This made it the earliest known example in Northern Europe of an indigenous seagoing vessel.

After studying the waterlogged remains, archaeologists were able to identify and recover the bottom of the hull and a large part of its port side. These showed it to be a traditional carvel-built vessel with broad keel-planks in place of a conventional keel. Between the stempost and sternpost, the planks were fastened using large iron nails to heavy oak ribs in the bottom and much lighter futtocks or side frames above. The hewn-wood mast step, a rectangular socket about one-third of the length along from the bow, was located in a transverse floor timber. The socket contained a small copper coin, which was presumably placed there as a good luck token or amulet.

Unfortunately, even the largest fragments were too fragile and too partial to give anyone but a specialist a real impression of the ship’s size or shape, or indeed the considerable expertise of the builder. For this reason, and to gain a better understanding of Roman shipbuilding methods, the Museum of London authorised its ancient woodwork specialist, Damian Goodburn, to create a full-size replica.

Goodburn based his work on measurements taken during the original excavation. From plans drawn up by the survey team, he was able to calculate the number and size of planks required and these were sourced from Kent, where a large number of oaks had fallen victim to the Great Storm of 1987. Additional timber came from trees that had grown into the appropriate shape, as naturally curving timbers are generally far stronger than curved planks cut from a straight bough.

As Goodburn used traditional tools like a two-man saw, adzes and hand axes, the result is thought to be remarkably close to the original. The work was carried out in the open in the museum’s small garden in full view of an enthusiastic public. The finished barge was then put on display together with a conserved section of Roman quayside. With the original vessel effectively lost (in fact the pieces are in storage), the museum’s copy made an excellent substitute.
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