

[image: Image]



 1 A SPLENDID WALK FROM ST JAMES’S TOWARDS WHITEHALL


This is an excellent stroll around some of London’s oldest shops for discerning gentlemen and ladies, with a few dead people thrown in for good measure!

If you are feeling very posh you can arrange to have afternoon tea at THE RITZ [image: Image], of course, but we are just starting our walk here, a few steps from Green Park tube station. Before crossing the road towards Albemarle Street take note of the window on the corner above the Ritz sign in Arlington Street. In 1921, when Charlie Chaplin returned to his hometown of London for the first time since becoming the biggest film star in the world, he decided to stay at The Ritz. He’d remembered it only just having been built when he was a boy and he’d thought how decadent it was, vowing to stay there one day. On his return he was mobbed by thousands of fans – and he waved to them from this window. When his grandson, Spencer Chaplin, got in touch to make a Joolz Guides video I arranged for him to wave from this same window. He was thrilled and said it was a very special moment for him, which made me feel very proud. Many celebrities wanted to have dinner with Charlie Chaplin when he stayed here, but he decided to escape through a service lift at the back and travel down to Kennington to see his old house and stomping ground, which he had known as a very impoverished child growing up.

Turn up Albemarle Street and on your left you will see number 50. Since 1768 this has been occupied by a succession of publishers called JOHN MURRAY [image: Image]. (After about the tenth John Murray they stopped operating from this address in 2002, but the family still owns the building.) Upstairs there is a very important fireplace, but it isn’t really open to the public and not that easy to get in.

By the time the famous poet Lord Byron died in Greece in 1824, his memoirs had been acquired by John Murray from Byron’s friend Thomas Moore. Byron was the equivalent of a superstar pop idol today and had been one of the first people we could call a ‘celebrity’. He had a portrait of himself printed on the cover of one of his publications, which could be why he was one of the first celebrities to receive fan mail.

Adoring female fans would write to him to say that their breasts were on fire!

Why, did my breast with rapture glow?

Thy talents to admire?

Why, as I read, my bosom felt?

Enthusiastic fire.

This particular fan also wrote about how she trembled as she gazed upon his portrait.

When Byron was at Cambridge University one of the rules was that you couldn’t keep cats or dogs as pets, so he decided he’d keep a pet bear instead! He was also famous for sleeping with his half-sister, as well as young boys, and some claim that he invented vampire stories.

In fact, his life was so scandalous that they refused to bury him in Poet’s Corner at Westminster Abbey. When John Murray read Byron’s memoirs, the publisher was so shocked by all his obscene shenanigans that he decided to burn them in the fireplace upstairs, right here! Such a pity. Just imagine how valuable a copy would be today. It would be a bestseller!

Did I mention Byron was a poet? People seem to forget that fact!

Next, at number 13, is what used to be THE ALBEMARLE CLUB [image: Image], one of the first to admit both men and women. It was here that Oscar Wilde’s troubles started when the Marquess of Queensberry (who created the rules of boxing) barged in and demanded to speak with Oscar, who was a member here. Oscar had been seeing rather a lot of the Marquess’s son, Lord Alfred Douglas, with whom he was having an affair, and the Marquess wasn’t best pleased! Of course, the Marquess wasn’t granted entrance, and Oscar wasn’t there anyway, so he left a card reading: ‘For Oscar Wilde, posing Somdomite’ (he meant to write ‘sodomite’, but the silly bugger couldn’t spell). When Oscar returned he was horribly offended and decided to sue the Marquess for libel, but unfortunately it totally backfired. Oscar ended up being convicted of gross indecency and was imprisoned, which was his ultimate downfall.

A little further along is one of London’s oldest existing hotels, BROWN’S [image: Image], opened in 1837 (the same year as Queen Victoria’s coronation) and it’s famous for Alexander Graham Bell making the first phone call in London – the phone is still there! Brown’s became popular with monarchs in exile, such as George II of Greece, and many other celebrities including Agatha Christie, Theodore Roosevelt and J.M. Barrie. Rudyard Kipling was said to have finally finished The Jungle Book here. Apparently it took him many years… (yeah – well, I’m a slow reader myself!).

Okay, we’ve nearly finished with this street. But lo! What is this tremendous building?! It’s THE ROYAL INSTITUTION [image: Image], which was founded in 1799 to encourage the application of science in practical life. In 1825 Michael Faraday (who invented the rotary engine here) delivered the first Christmas Lecture, and the Christmas Lectures have been held annually ever since, most recently delivered by the likes of Professor Brian Cox. Did you know that ten elements have been discovered here? (I think it’s pretty cool, anyway.) In fact, the institution became so popular that they had to make this London’s first one-way street!

Turn right at the end of Albemarle Street into Grafton Street, and then left into New Bond Street past WINSTON CHURCHILL AND FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT [image: Image], remembering to get a selfie. A lot of people don’t realise that Roosevelt was disabled, because he never wanted to be photographed in his wheelchair, so it’s interesting to note the braces on his ankles on this sculpture. It was actually placed here to commemorate 50 years since the end of the Second World War, but I imagine if he was alive he would have asked them to omit the leg braces!

Turn right into Clifford Street and walk to the end. This is Savile Row.

Savile Row is famous for its bespoke tailoring and has counted amongst its customers James Bond, Withnail (from Withnail and I) and many members of the royal family. HENRY POOLE & CO [image: Image] is where the tuxedo was invented, after James Potter from New York came to visit the Prince of Wales. He didn’t know what to wear and Henry Poole is said to have suggested one of their new jackets, which they had just made for the prince (basically by cutting the tails off a tailcoat). Potter loved the idea and ended up wearing it at his club in New York – the Tuxedo Club – whose members adopted it as their attire. That’s why Americans call it a tuxedo but we Brits call it a dinner jacket. Henry Poole & Co also make uniforms for guards of the royal household, which can cost something like £25,000, last time I asked!

Just a few doors down is HUNTSMAN [image: Image], which was the location of Kingsman tailors in the Kingsman films.

If you’re playing the STREET FURNITURE CHALLENGE you can probably spot a few torch snuffers outside a couple of the houses here!

Still further along, at number 3, is where APPLE RECORDS used to be [image: Image]. I’m always annoyed that they put a blue plaque on the wall here, because I used to enjoy knowing that this was where the Beatles played live for the last time, on the roof (the police closed them down after 40 minutes). Somehow, knowing that doesn’t feel as cool ever since they put up the plaque telling everybody!

Savile Row is also where the Japanese get their word for a suit. In the 19th century the Japanese ambassador was visiting London and had a suit made here. When he returned to Japan he was the envy of all his friends, who asked where he got this garment from. He replied ‘Savile Row’; someone heard this as ‘sebiro’, which is now the Japanese word for a suit!

Now turn right down Burlington Gardens.

On your left is a building that is now part of THE ROYAL ACADEMY OF ARTS [image: Image], an institution that also includes the big 17th-century Burlington House just behind it. Originally the Burlington Gardens building was the headquarters of the University of London, which is why it has all these great thinkers and philosophers adorning it. No women, mind you, because obviously women couldn’t think in those days.

By 1819 Burlington House was owned by Lord Cavendish, who grew tired of people throwing oyster shells over his garden wall. Oysters were quite a cheap snack in those days – kind of like going for a kebab! In order to prevent this littering, Lord Cavendish ordered a covered shopping arcade to be built, which turned out to be one of the first of its sort in the world. This is BURLINGTON ARCADE [image: Image], to your left off Burlington Gardens. As you walk through you will see the rather colourful beadles who have policed the arcade since its inception. They look absolutely splendid in their cloaks and top hats and were originally selected from Lord Cavendish’s old regiment, the Tenth Hussars, so that his wife could shop in the street without fear of being molested. Some rather curious rules still remain today if you’re walking through the arcade: no running, shouting or piddling in the shallow end, no opening of umbrellas and, most famously, no whistling! This is because the upper storeys were occupied by prostitutes and their pimps, and pickpockets would patrol the arcade. In order to communicate and send warnings that the beadle was about, they would whistle to each other!

By the way, many people think they’re being very clever deliberately whistling when walking through, but you will still be reprimanded – and it’s quite embarrassing, too, when they come to feel your collar! That said, there is one man who is allowed to whistle, apparently. In the 1980s a gentleman was doing his Christmas shopping and whistling a tune to himself when he received a tap on the shoulder.

‘Do you mind not whistling, sir,’ said the beadle. But when the man turned around the beadle was taken aback. ‘I’m so sorry, Mr McCartney,’ said the beadle to the Beatle. ‘I didn’t realise it was you. Please go right ahead!’ So, by precedent, Paul McCartney is the only person who is allowed to whistle here… Don’t believe me? It must be true – a bloke told me down the pub!!!

I must say, some of the shops along here are a little out of my price range, but one place I’m definitely going to come to is Swaine Adeney Brigg. They are very modest in here and don’t tend to show off about all the fabulous commissions they’ve had over the years, but if you want a bespoke hat made they will make it for you exactly how you want it. They even made the Peaky Blinders caps, and Indiana Jones’s famous Stetson (except it’s not called a Stetson: he actually wears a ‘Poet’ or ‘Crusader’, like that of Oscar Wilde!).

Look out also for Hancocks. In 1856 the design of the Victoria Cross, the highest military award for gallantry in the British armed forces, was approved and Queen Victoria granted Hancocks a royal warrant to make them, something which they still do today. The Victoria Cross was introduced during the Crimean War and all of them are said to be cast from Russian cannon seized at Sevastopol – although some have later claimed the cannon were actually Chinese. Victoria Crosses are very rare and have been known to fetch up to £400,000 at auction, since only 1,358 have ever been awarded and only 15 of them since the Second World War.

 You now find yourself on Piccadilly and it would be remiss of you not to cross over to the left to take a look in FORTNUM & MASON [image: Image], where my mum buys our Easter eggs every year. (The secret is to wait until they are reduced after Easter!) Make sure you use the side entrance, on Duke Street St James’s, to see the nice staircase.

William Fortnum was a footman in the royal household of Queen Anne; because of her desire to have fresh candles every day, Mr Fortnum was allowed to keep the old ones, even if they weren’t finished. Being an enterprising fellow, in 1707 he convinced his landlord, Hugh Mason, to open a business with him selling candles. Eventually this grew into the huge store it is today. They claim to have invented the Scotch egg, and were also the first place in London to stock tinned baked beans. Queen Victoria even had hampers sent from here to the soldiers in the Crimean War. More recently, I was thrilled to find that I could buy Pitcairn Island honey here – see my documentary Take Me To Pitcairn, my best piece of work! – although I notice that they haven’t stocked it for a while.

After you’ve checked if they have any free food samples in Fortnum’s (sometimes you can get free choccies!) head down Piccadilly away from Piccadilly Circus and turn left into PICCADILLY ARCADE [image: Image], which is almost directly opposite Burlington Arcade.

I prefer Piccadilly Arcade to Burlington Arcade because I’m more likely to buy something from the shops here (when I’m rich and famous).

At the end of the arcade is an excellent statue of BEAU BRUMMEL [image: Image], who was a friend of the Prince Regent (that’s Hugh Laurie in Blackadder the Third!) who went on to become King George IV.

Brummel was known as a ‘dandy’; a man of quick wit who dressed stylishly. He boasted that it took him five hours to get dressed in the morning and is credited with having been the first to wear properly tightly tailored suits. The Prince was awfully jealous of him because he was much too fat to look as good as Beau Brummel, but he tried to emulate his style, nevertheless. Eventually the two argued and Beau Brummel ended up falling out of favour before dying in France, as a penniless scruff with syphilis. It seems that dying this way was all the rage in the 19th century.

Now turn right into Jermyn Street and left at the end into St James’s Street. This is a very historic street, but we will just concentrate on a few of the most interesting places.

At number 28 is BOODLE’S [image: Image], originally a gentlemen’s club, although they now allow women in as guests. These days women are admitted to most of London’s posh clubs, many of which are dotted around St James’s. Boodle’s was frequented by Ian Fleming, who based James Bond’s club, Blades, on this one. In fact, Dukes Bar, just down St James’s Place over the road, is where he is said to have invented the famous Vesper Martini cocktail – they aren’t cheap, mind you, but they do get you pretty plastered!

Down at number 19 are the premises of JAMES J. FOX [image: Image], purveyors of the finest cigars for over 200 years, catering to Oscar Wilde, King George VI and Winston Churchill, amongst others. They’re very friendly in here and will be happy for you to look at their little museum downstairs, where you can sit in Winston Churchill’s chair. You can even smoke in here (but it should really be one of their cigars, or that would be a bit cheeky). Churchill used to smoke the Julieta, but it was in this shop that they changed its name to a ‘Churchill’.
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Some of the oldest shops in London are down towards St James’s Palace at the end.

You can drop into JOHN LOBB [image: Image], who made shoes for Princess Diana, Frank Sinatra and Queen Victoria. If you’re very lucky they might let you downstairs to see all the elves making shoes. I didn’t see Rumpelstiltskin in there when they let me have a look; I did, however, see the prototype Wellington boot which was sent to the Duke of Wellington for approval, before he agreed to have some made to stop his feet getting muddy when on campaign!

Next you have the charming LOCK & CO. HATTERS [image: Image], where they made the Duke of Wellington’s plumed hat (the one he wore at Waterloo), Churchill’s homburg hats, a special one for Admiral Nelson, which had an eye patch to cover his bad eye – but, most importantly, they made Odd Job’s hat for Goldfinger!!!

It is also claimed that the bowler hat was invented here. In 1849 Edward Coke wanted something more suitable than his top hat to wear at his Norfolk estate, Holkham Hall. His top hat kept getting knocked off by low-hanging branches, so Thomas and William Bowler, who were working at Lock & Co., came up with what we now know as the bowler. It was sturdy, wind-resistant and protected the head. Later, it was favoured by people going to the Derby horse race, and by railroad workers in America (where they call it a derby); but whilst we regard it as a pretty elegant item today, it was worn by all and sundry in the 19th century, regardless of class. The most famous wearers of this hat have included Charlie Chaplin, Laurel & Hardy and the great Joolz from Joolz Guides!

Next, on your left, is a very Joolz Guides passageway (except this one doesn’t smell of urine), with original 18th-century wood panelling. PICKERING PLACE [image: Image] is London’s smallest square and famous for being the last place a duel was fought in London. Unfortunately, no one seems to know who fought the duel – but it looks like a splendid spot for it. Notice the lovely gas lamps here, too. If you come at night you will feel like you are in a Charles Dickens story.

You emerge back out from this passageway right next to BERRY BROS. & RUDD [image: Image], London’s oldest wine shop. The plaque on the wall tells us that this building also used to house the Texas Legation (sort of like their embassy), before Texas was incorporated into the United States.

In 1698 the royal palace at Whitehall burned down and the royal court moved to St James’s Palace. The Widow Bourne (whoever she was) decided to open a coffee shop on this site, called The Coffee Mill. In fact, you can still see the scales that were used to weigh the coffee. Later it became very prestigious to know your own weight, so they installed a seat and started recording the weight of many of their famous patrons. These records still exist in the many volumes of books at the back of the shop which we now know as Berry Bros. & Rudd, including those of Lord Byron, the Aga Khan, and Napoleon III.

By the 19th century they were selling wine and over time counted amongst their royal warrants King George III, Queen Elizabeth II and King Edward VII, for whom they created a special tipple that you can still buy here, called The King’s Ginger.

Note the telegram on the wall sent by the White Star Line in April 1912 to notify Berry Bros. & Rudd that the Titanic had struck an iceberg. There is no mention of all the people who lost their lives; it simply mentions ‘you had 69 cases on board’. I guess they knew their priorities!!

Right opposite is ST JAMES’S PALACE [image: Image], the last place that King Charles I slept before his execution in 1649. The gatehouse is an original Tudor feature, although parts of the palace were hit by bombs in the Second World War. It was the principal residence of George I and II, but these days it’s the home of minor royals.

Gosh, time for a drink, I think. How about the Red Lion? Walk up Pall Mall and on your left is an alleyway called Crown Passage.

The Red Lion boasts the second oldest pub licence in the West End, although no one knows who has the oldest… It all sounds a bit dubious, but why not?!

Back in the 18th century, when the original pub was built, many of these little alleys existed in London. So, even though the pub has since been rebuilt, it gives a good idea of what the streets would have been like.

It is said that when King James became King of Scotland and England he demanded that a red lion be placed outside all buildings of public importance. This included pubs, and goes some way to explaining why there are so many pubs called The Red Lion throughout Britain. This one does get rather full up, but I do like these rickety old pubs for a taste of authenticity. They are also friendly to Joolz Guides, so that is much appreciated! Splendid.
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Now turn right out of the pub, back down Crown Passage, and left out into Pall Mall.

In the 17th century a game called pallamaglio became popular in England. It was a bit like croquet and required a long thin court to be played on, where you hit a ball through hoops. One such court was here, at the bottom of the Haymarket, north of St James’s Park. Samuel Pepys describes seeing the Duke of York playing ‘pelemele’ here in his diary, and it was also common for people to come and watch King Charles II playing this game, which he had learned while in exile. At some point in the 1600s they started to build houses here, but the street was still called Pall Mall after the game.

These days Pall Mall is famous for housing many of London’s gentlemen’s clubs, including the Reform Club, the RAC, the Athenaeum and the Travellers Club. (You can only join these clubs if you know people who know people, but even then some of them require you to be proposed by several members.) Many plots and scandals at government level have been hatched in these clubs, behind a haze of pipe smoke and a rustling Daily Telegraph. Some have billiard rooms, swimming pools and hotel rooms, and most will have an excellent restaurant. If you are lucky enough to be invited it’s quite a fun experience, though not to everyone’s taste! They can definitely be a bit snooty.
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All the properties on the south side of Pall Mall lie on land belonging to the Crown Estate, except just one: NUMBER 79 [image: Image].

King Charles II was quite a character and, like many monarchs, he had many mistresses. His favourite was an actress called Nell Gwynne, who wanted a house near the palace – so he gave her number 79.

‘But I want to own it!’ she protested.

‘Well, there you are,’ he replied. ‘You’ve got a 900-year lease!’

But this wasn’t good enough for her. Nell said that unless he granted her the freehold of the property there’d be no more rumpy-pumpy! So Charles ended up having to convey the property to her by act of Parliament. It then stayed in her family after she died, before being subsequently sold off.

Now walk down Marlborough Road (more or less opposite Crown Passage), alongside St James’s Palace, and onto The Mall.

To the right is Buckingham Palace. Who cares? Not me. We’re turning left.

I like to look at all the old gas lamps along here. On most of them it should have the initials of the monarch who was reigning when they were installed. Many of them show GR IV (George Rex IV, i.e. King George IV) but it’s fun to spot different ones, such as King William IV. After the pallamaglio court was closed on Pall Mall they started to play on what is now The Mall. Originally it was closed off to traffic, making it easier to visit its many shops – and because it was a very fashionable promenade where people would come to see the King playing pallamaglio, the word ‘mall’ was borrowed by the Americans for what we would now call a shopping mall.

On your right is ST JAMES’S PARK [image: Image], which is beautiful at night with all its gas lamps; and in the daytime it’s jolly lovely with all the ducks and squirrels.

It was originally laid out by King Henry VIII as a deer park. Later, King James I kept crocodiles, camels, elephants and all sorts of animals here. In fact, on the far side of St James’s Park he had an aviary full of birds – hence the name of the street on that side of the park, Birdcage Walk.

King Charles II opened the park up to the public in the 1600s and added the pond, or ‘canal’, as it was then. One of the reasons why I like Charles II is that he sounds like a fun king who liked people to enjoy themselves. He used to go swimming in this canal and catch ducks here for his supper! In 1664 he was given a gift of some pelicans by the Russian ambassador and if you’re here at the right time you can see them being fed. Well, their descendants, perhaps!

Anyway, you can hang out in the park if you like but we’re carrying on straight along The Mall.

As you continue you will pass statues of KING GEORGE VI and ELIZABETH, THE QUEEN MOTHER [image: Image]. George VI was the one in the film The King’s Speech, who famously had a stammer.

 The beautiful terrace of houses next to George VI was designed in the 1830s by John Nash, the favourite architect of George IV (the former Prince Regent). George IV was often derided for his profligate attitude towards money, and no doubt the public would have preferred him instead to build more social housing, schools and hospitals. However, much of London as we know it was due to George’s obsession with building things, and I think these houses look rather splendid. Today the terrace is occupied by institutions such as the Royal Academy of Engineering and various royal societies, but over the years famous occupants have included Lord Cardigan (he of the Charge of the Light Brigade), Prime Minister Earl Grey (after whom the tea is named) and also a section of MI6.

Soon you will see on your left a flight of stairs and a rather imposing monument with FREDERICK, DUKE OF YORK perched on top [image: Image]. If you’ve ever wondered who the grand old Duke of York was, from the nursery rhyme, it was he. Frederick, the second son of George III, was commander-in-chief during the Napoleonic Wars. That said, he is more famous for his hopeless campaigns during an earlier war, which inspired the nursery rhyme:

The grand old Duke of York,

He had ten thousand men,

He marched them up to the top of the hill,

And he marched them down again.

When Frederick died he was horribly in debt. Since his brother had also spent all his money on tailors, architecture and parties, the only way to pay for Frederick to have a statue was to dock the wages of every soldier in the army! Understandably, this didn’t go down too well; they started joking that he needed to be placed so high up that he could escape his creditors – and some even called him the stinky duke, saying at least they couldn’t smell him when he was all the way up there! (Rather childish, really…)

At the top of the steps, to the left, is the NAZI DOG MEMORIAL [image: Image].

Beneath a tree behind the railings you should see a cute little tombstone which reads ‘Ein treuer Begleiter’ (‘A loyal companion’). Number 9 Carlton House Terrace, just next door, used to be the German Embassy before the Second World War, where the German Ambassador, Leopold von Hoesch, had a little dog called Giro. Sadly, Giro bit through some cables in the garden and died, so von Hoesch buried him here. However, it’s a bit unfair to call it the Nazi memorial, because von Hoesch wasn’t really a Nazi. In fact, he was rather popular amongst the Brits and broadly a good egg, but the Nazis hated him. When he died in 1936 his coffin was carried down these very steps, draped in a swastika flag, and hoisted onto a gun carriage with the King’s guards flanking it, before being transported to Dover and then across to Dresden – where none of the Nazi party attended his funeral! The British Movietone footage of this is available on YouTube and it is most remarkable to see a swastika being paraded through London. Of course, this was before ‘shit got real’. After von Hoesch died he was replaced by Joachim von Ribbentrop, who was a different kettle of fish altogether. Once von Ribbentrop moved in, things changed and Albert Speer (Hitler’s architect) designed a new staircase at the Embassy, which was built with marble donated by Mussolini. I’ve even heard an apocryphal tale about some builders doing renovations at the property in the 1980s, who discovered a huge mosaic swastika. Apparently, they just left it there and it’s still hidden under a carpet. It must be true! This bloke told me down the pub!

Now head up into Waterloo Place, past all the statues. On the right you should see CAPTAIN SCOTT [image: Image], the great British hero famous for his failed attempt to become the first man to reach the South Pole. We do like a plucky underdog. Sadly, he arrived to find the Norwegian flag already flying. He had been beaten by his adversary Roald Amundsen, who had no qualms about eating his dogs. Scott thought that extremely un-British and would never undertake such barbarism – but as a result, he and his team were found dead, frozen in their tents. Amundsen must have regretted being the first, because Captain Scott is far more famous now, and if you ask most people they probably think Scott got there first, anyway!

The two splendid buildings facing each other are the ATHENAEUM CLUB [image: Image] and the INSTITUTE OF DIRECTORS [image: Image] (formerly the United Service Club). The Duke of Wellington was a member of both clubs. If you look on the kerb you will see, on either side of the road, a stack of blocks placed here ‘by desire of the Duke of Wellington’. He used to ride everywhere and didn’t want to have to leap to the ground from his horse, so this made it easier when he was visiting his clubs. The Duke of Wellington was one of the first people to popularise the wearing of trousers. Indeed, he was ejected from one of his clubs for doing so! Only knee breeches were allowed at that time. (Next time I go to my club I shall arrive without any trousers, since they’re so touchy about it, and see if they let me in!)

Now let’s turn right into Pall Mall and head towards Trafalgar Square.

Up the road to your left you will see the THEATRE ROYAL HAYMARKET [image: Image]. Have you ever wondered why actors wish each other luck by saying ‘break a leg’? It’s because of Samuel Foote, the dramatist and manager of this theatre in the 18th century, when the theatre didn’t yet have a licence to stage plays (although he got around this by holding musical concerts and offering the plays gratis). One day he was out riding with the Duke of York and Albany (the brother of King George III), who had challenged him to a riding contest, when Foote was thrown off his horse and broke his leg. The Duke was horrified, as he had provided Foote with a lame horse, and apologized, saying, ‘I’m so sorry. Whatever can I do to make this up to you?’ Foote replied, ‘Well, I’d love a licence for my theatre to stage plays!’ This was immediately granted, so ever since, breaking your leg in the theatrical world has been regarded as good luck!

Keep going past the statue of KING GEORGE III [image: Image]. They called him Mad King George, although he was, in reality, a very good king who oversaw great advancements in science and exploration. It was sad that he was afflicted with either porphyria or possibly a mental health disorder in later life, which caused him and his family great suffering. The film The Madness of King George tells the story of his decline. They originally wanted to call it The Madness of George III (the title of the Alan Bennett play from which it was adapted) but the distributors thought this might cause confusion for Americans who would wonder if they had seen parts I and II! It’s true! I didn’t make that up!

We have now reached TRAFALGAR SQUARE [image: Image], named after Admiral Nelson’s victory over the French, and designed by John Nash. As I have mentioned, King George IV had spent rather a lot of money and although a statue of him was eventually erected here after he died, one of the other plinths, which was intended for his brother King William IV, remained empty for over 150 years. It was only in 2003 that they decided to start using it for contemporary art which is replaced every so often, and it is now referred to as ‘the fourth plinth’. (I think it looks a bit odd, personally. I’d prefer a statue of John Thaw from The Sweeney.)

On the southeast corner of the square is what some people call THE SMALLEST POLICE STATION IN LONDON [image: Image]. It looks like a small circular turret of a castle with a lamp on top.

Since Trafalgar Square opened it has become a place for people to congregate when protesting against something. The first Bloody Sunday riots culminated here in 1887 and later the general strike and the poll tax marches ended up here. It has been a focal point for festivities, too, such as New Year’s Eve and the celebration of England’s mighty Lionesses in the UEFA Women’s Euros 2022!

In order to keep an eye on all the potential troublemakers at these events, it was decided to place a policeman in this little box, with slits as windows, so he could look out and call for reinforcements if things got funky. He had a hotline to Scotland Yard – the light on top would flash to indicate help was on its way. Some people will tell you that the lamp on top came from Lord Nelson’s flagship, HMS Victory, but that is what is officially known as ‘bollocks’.

By the way, I highly recommend you visit the NATIONAL GALLERY [image: Image]. It has some excellent paintings inside which you will recognise as they are really famous ones. It’s also absolutely free, like many of London’s museums. One story I heard was that when Walt Disney was in London he was just coming out of the National Gallery when he saw a man outside drawing on the pavement in chalk, and this gave him the idea for Bert’s character in Mary Poppins. Lucky he didn’t come these days, otherwise Bert would have been an unconvincing floating Yoda!! I mean, I can understand one floating person as a street entertainer, but must there really be five in a row?

When I was a child my mum used to let me paddle in the fountains, but of course that isn’t allowed any more. In fact, all the fun things, like feeding the pigeons, have been banned by the powers that be. However, you can still get a photo on the famous lions sculpted by Edwin Landseer – but I expect they’ll ban that soon too, so better be quick! When you do, remember to take a look at the paws, because they aren’t actually lions’ paws.

Edwin Landseer was a famous painter of animals and when Queen Victoria asked him to sculpt these lions it took him rather a long time. In fact, it took him so long that the dead lion which had been brought to his studio from London Zoo started to decompose. By the time he came round to doing the paws it had become so bad that it had to be removed, so Landseer ended up using his pet cat as a model! Which means if you look at the lions in Trafalgar Square they actually have cats’ paws, with fully retractable claws! What’s the difference? They’re both cats, I guess.

On the south-facing bronze relief at the foot of the column is quite a rare sight. If you look carefully you should be able to see a man with short curly hair carrying a gun, next to a dying Nelson. It is thought that this is George Ryan, an African sailor who fought for Britain at the Battle of Trafalgar. A sculpture of a Black man in central London in the 21st century is pretty rare, let alone in the 19th century!

Now head past the Admiralty pub and down back onto The Mall. Everything around here has nautical connections. Ahead of you is a statue of Captain Cook (the famous explorer) and on top of all the lampposts you can see cute little ships. Some bloke down the pub with one eye and a wooden tooth told me that these are Nelson’s fleet sailing down The Mall, while he looks on from his column, but this sounds decidedly fishy to me.

Quite near here is what used to be the Admiralty building. The stone bunker you can see to the right of Captain Cook is the ADMIRALTY CITADEL [image: Image], still used by the Ministry of Defence as an admiralty communications centre. The same very knowledgeable bloke in the pub also claimed that there is a tunnel leading from here all the way to Buckingham Palace, and that Churchill used it as part of the Cabinet War Rooms. In the summer it is usually covered with ivy, acting as excellent camouflage. In fact, during the Second World War they decided it was necessary to disguise it from the air as well, so they grew a lawn on the roof to make it indistinguishable from the park. It’s still there today and every so often someone can be spotted carrying a lawnmower up the ladder to the roof.

Now walk under ADMIRALTY ARCH [image: Image] and look for the small nose poking out of the wall. Many rumours abound about whose nose it could be. For a while it was popular belief that it was supposed to be Napoleon’s nose, placed there so that the cavalry could tweak it when they rode past. Some suggested it was Wellington’s nose, as he was known to have quite a large conk! It’s definitely not mine, as it’s too small.

In fact it was placed there by an artist called Rick Buckley as an art installation in 1997. He placed many of them around London and it was said that if you found them all you would come into great fortune! These days only seven of them remain and have become known as The Seven Noses of Soho. My friend and sometime cameraman, Kai, made a film about them and, in so doing, necessarily found them all – but hadn’t found fortune at the time of going to press. The original idea of the noses was to protest against the prevalence of CCTV cameras in London – some of the highest numbers in the world. The artist was trying to accuse the authorities of being nosey parkers! (I have also seen a couple of ears on buildings, by Tim Fishlock, but I think that was just for fun.)

Admiralty Arch itself is being turned into a hotel, which will have a spectacular view down The Mall. In general I’m not in favour of big corporations taking over iconic buildings, but in this case I think it would be marvellous to stay in such a hotel, especially as most people wouldn’t have been able to enter the building before. (I expect they’ll have a bar which one can visit, although at the time of writing it hadn’t yet opened.)

Now you find yourself on the south side of Trafalgar Square at the top of Whitehall. You should be able to see an equestrian statue of KING CHARLES I [image: Image]. Charles was very short, but the sculptor tried to make him appear taller than he was. I think he only succeeded in making Charles look out of proportion. The statue was originally placed in Covent Garden – but after the beheading of Charles I in 1649 the statue was ordered to be taken down, and it was given to a metalsmith called John Rivet for dismantling. However, cunning Cockney as he was, Rivet hid the statue in his garden and instead made lots of money selling cutlery and key rings allegedly from ‘the melted down statue of King Charles’!

Later on, when his son Charles II was reinstated after the revolution, it was sold back to the King. Delighted to have a statue of his dad back, Charles II had it erected it here, facing down Whitehall. It is the point from which all distances to London are measured in Britain, and they say it’s officially the centre of London.

In case you’ve ever wondered why this area is called Charing Cross, it’s because on this spot before the Civil War stood the Charing Cross. It was the last of 12 stone crosses erected between Lincoln and London along the route of the 1290 funeral cortège of Eleanor of Castile, the wife of King Edward I (that’s Patrick McGoohan in Braveheart!). Each time they rested they built a cross.

Back then London was much smaller and this area was a hamlet called Charing (after the Anglo-Saxon word cierring, meaning a bend in the river). Anyway, Oliver Cromwell, who was a terrible bore, had this cross taken down. He wasn’t too keen on pubs or theatres, either. No wonder he didn’t last very long. Today you can see a replica of the original cross outside CHARING CROSS STATION [image: Image].

Now let’s walk down Whitehall and turn left at the Clarence, into GREAT SCOTLAND YARD [image: Image]. You might see some police horses here because, as you can tell from the name, it’s where the Metropolitan Police were based for many years. ‘Great Scott, Holmes!!!’ ‘Great Scott, Marty!’

What Dr Watson and Dr Emmett Brown are actually saying is ‘Great Scotland Yard!’

You’ll see many government buildings here. The Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Silly Walks and of course the Ministry of Magic! It is in this street that Harry Potter enters the Ministry via a telephone box in the film of The Order of the Phoenix (but the box isn’t here in real life – it was just for the film). Ron Weasley can also be seen keeping a lookout on the corner in The Deathly Hallows Part I, before dragging Mafalda Hopkirk in through the large gate.

Turn right into Scotland Place and right again into Whitehall Place, before continuing down Whitehall.

In the 13th century the Archbishop of York bought a property here so he could be near the Palace of Westminster, which was where the kings of England had resided since 1049. Later on Henry VIII acquired it and expanded it into Whitehall Palace, which then became the new residence for the monarch – indeed, this is where Henry VIII died.

Having failed to learn a lesson about playing with matches in 1666, somebody rather carelessly burnt down Whitehall Palace in 1698. The only part which survives is the BANQUETING HOUSE [image: Image], right opposite the guards of the Household Cavalry. It’s totally changed since those days, though.

It was outside the Banqueting House that King Charles I was executed on 30 January 1649. They had erected a scaffold outside in the street, and Charles stepped out of a first-floor window of this very building and onto the scaffold. The story goes that he had asked for an extra shirt to wear because it was so cold that he didn’t want people to think he was shivering with fear.

Then he uttered the words, ‘I shall go from a corruptible to an incorruptible crown’ – and the axe fell. Members of the crowd came forward to dip their handkerchiefs into the blood as a memento, while the King’s head was held aloft to the words ‘Behold the head of a traitor!’

I read somewhere that prior to chopping off his head, the executioner asked forgiveness of the King for the duty he had to perform, to which Charles replied: ‘No, I don’t forgive you.’ Fair enough, I suppose.

The guards on horseback you can see at the entrance of the HOUSEHOLD CAVALRY MUSEUM [image: Image] are part of the King’s official bodyguard. This used to be the entrance route to the Palace of Whitehall and then later to St James’s Palace, which is why it is still guarded by the King’s bodyguard. You can walk through to Horse Guards Parade, where they hold events like Trooping the Colour or (during the Olympics) beach volleyball! However, if you want to ride through here you must be a member of the royal family. (But Prince William, who I know is reading this, probably already knew that!)

If you are here around 4 p.m. you can watch an inspection of the guards. This all began in 1894, when Queen Victoria caught them drinking and playing cards when they should have been on duty. To punish them she ordered an inspection every day at 4 p.m. for the next hundred years! Even though 100 years has elapsed they decided to keep doing it, as it’s nice for tourists. In fact, even I like watching it and also getting a photo with the guards – but don’t be a smart arse! There’s always someone who thinks it’s funny to try and distract the guards or make them laugh. Although they are trained not to react to this tomfoolery there are some pretty scary armed police nearby who you wouldn’t want to mess with!! Besides anything else, it’s disrespectful and Joolz Guides doesn’t approve of horseplay.

Incidentally, tour guides will tell you that the black mark on the number II of the Horse Guards Clock is to commemorate the time of day when King Charles I was executed. This is one thing that wasn’t told to me by my reliable man down the pub, but it does seem to have passed into common London lore. If I had to guess, I would probably assign it a low probability rating, otherwise known as bollocks. It just looks like a black smudge to me. I think a king’s memorial would be handled with slightly more accuracy and care, frankly, but you can believe it if it floats your boat!

Now let’s turn off Whitehall, down Horse Guards Avenue towards the river. Just behind the STATUE OF THE DUKE OF DEVONSHIRE [image: Image] is where Harry Potter enters the public lavatory in The Deathly Hallows Part I.

Continue along Horse Guards Avenue and you will see on your right the MINISTRY OF DEFENCE [image: Image]. However, the thing that I find more interesting is just at the end, when you get to the green opening. Right next to the building you will see an oddly isolated flight of stairs leading nowhere. This is a remnant of the old Whitehall Palace that burnt down in 1698 and was put here at the behest of Queen Mary (as in William and Mary) so she could step down from her apartments to a royal barge waiting for her on the river. The river no longer flows this far (see York House Watergate in Walk 2), and apart from the Banqueting House and Henry VIII’s secret wine cellar beneath the Ministry of Defence (which we aren’t allowed to see), this is all that’s left of the once magnificent palace.
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I’m getting tired now and I fancy a pint, too. Let’s just nip through the little garden on the other side of Horse Guards Avenue from the Whitehall Palace stairs. It’s called WHITEHALL GARDENS [image: Image] and it’s all part of the land reclaimed by Sir Joseph Bazalgette when he built London’s sewers and took the river back 50 yards or so in Victorian times. Actually, there’s a memorial to him at the end of the garden just across the busy road near Hungerford Bridge. We’ll discuss him in the next walk.

Now head up towards the Playhouse Theatre. You’ll notice on your right a beautiful CABMEN’S SHELTER [image: Image] – the green hut selling coffee and tea. There are 13 such shelters remaining around London and they are Grade II-listed buildings (see the STREET FURNITURE CHALLENGE). Back in the 19th century the drivers of hansom cabs weren’t allowed to leave their cabs unattended in the road, which meant they found it hard to nip into a café for refreshments. So in 1875 the Earl of Shaftesbury (a thoroughly decent chap), along with some others, set up the Cabmen’s Shelter Fund. The fund built 61 of these huts around London so that cab drivers could enjoy ‘good and wholesome refreshments at moderate prices’. You can still see the handrail around the edge which was used for tying your horse onto. In fact, until as late as 1976 taxi drivers were still required to carry a bale of hay for the horse!

The only people who are allowed inside for a drink are taxi drivers, though ordinary folk can buy a takeaway. It won’t be a gourmet coffee like Quentin Tarantino makes for The Wolf in Pulp Fiction, but it’s a very charming experience. I do have a bone to pick with them, though. I heard that both Winston Churchill and Frank Sinatra were granted access to the shelter in Kensington – and neither of them drove a cab, to the best of my knowledge!

Now walk up Craven Street. It looks like a fairly unassuming road, but in fact it was in this street that Charles Dickens got his idea for Jacob Marley’s face appearing as a door knocker in A Christmas Carol. Most of the characterful old grotesque door knockers seem to have disappeared now, but it could have been a memory Dickens had as a child. It was just close to here, at a place called Hungerford Stairs (demolished when they built Charing Cross Station), that a twelve-year-old Dickens worked in a factory, putting labels on shoe polish. He hated the job – and the people – but it was here that he met a fellow called Bob Fagin, whom he rather liked… so he named one of his villains after him! That’s gratitude for you!

Not only was Craven Street home to Herman Melville and Benjamin Franklin (whose house you can visit for a fun dressing-up experience) but it was also where my dad asked my mum to marry him! Now that definitely calls for a drink.

There are many choices. You could try the Sherlock Holmes, so called because they have a recreation of Holmes’s study upstairs, which was originally built for the Festival of Britain in 1951. It’s quite nice to stand outside in the summer, as there is a bit of space for drinkers, but I fancy a pint at the Ship and Shovell. It used to be ‘Shovel’ with one ‘l’, because local coal hauliers used to drink here (as well as at the Coal Hole on the Strand) but was later changed to ‘Shovell’ after Sir Cloudesley Shovell, a 17th-century sea admiral. Before they built the train station there was a porthole in the south wall so that dockers could keep an eye on ships that might need their assistance.

Mine’s a large one. Cheers!
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Don’t forget to download the maps from my website (visit https://joolzguides.com/downloadmaps/)






 2 A TREMENDOUS RAMBLE FROM CHARING CROSS TO COVENT GARDEN


Let’s start outside Charing Cross Station at the top of Villiers Street. I’ve already mentioned the stone cross outside the station (see Walk 1), which is a replica of the one that originally stood on the south side of Trafalgar Square.

I don’t know why I like Villiers Street so much. I suppose I like to imagine how it was before they built the station, with those Dickensian steps leading down to the river and all the dockers carrying sacks of grain and coal up and down.

Just on the left is a little alley that smells of urine, with a sign indicating it is YORK PLACE [image: Image], but with the rather curious addition ‘Formerly Of Alley’. Back in the 13th century this whole area was owned by the Bishops of Norwich, but it later became known as York Place when it was granted to the Archbishop of York. Indeed, at the bottom of Villiers Street was York House, which was one of many splendid houses along the riverbank – the most beautiful in London, it was said.

In the 1620s the estate came into the hands of George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, who was the ‘favourite’ of King James I, which basically means they were lovers! George Villiers wasn’t very popular and, in fact, fans of Alexandre Dumas might recognise his name from The Three Musketeers, in which he is murdered in a pub in Portsmouth by John Felton. This actually happened in real life. Eventually the estate passed into the hands of his son, the Second Duke of Buckingham – also called George Villiers – who was rather a spendthrift and ended up having to sell it. However, one condition of the sale was that George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, be remembered in all the street names around the area. That is why you are now standing on Villiers Street, which lies parallel to Buckingham Street, around the corner from George Court. John Adam Street used to be called Duke Street, so we had:

George Court

Villiers Street

Duke Street

Buckingham Street

All that was missing was ‘of’, to complete ‘George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham’. It was therefore decided to name this little urine-stained passageway Of Alley. They later changed it back to York Place but, rather pleasingly, decided to add the reminder of its former name. Hence ‘York Place Formerly Of Alley’.

(It should be called Piss Alley, if you ask me!)

Carry on down Villiers Street and on the left, before Embankment tube station, you will see GORDON’S WINE BAR [image: Image], thought to be London’s oldest. If you want to get a seat in its cavernous depths you need to be there before people leave work, which, in London, can be any time! Fine wines, cheeses and a tolerably convivial atmosphere make this one of London’s most charming and characterful wine bars. (It might be my imagination, but on Sunday afternoons it seems to be full of people on internet dates! You can have fun trying to spot them.)

My favourite thing about Gordon’s is how it came into being. Before the river was embanked in the 1860s it used to be a warehouse where stevedores and dockers could unload their cargo easily, but after it became landlocked they ended up converting the building into accommodation. Rudyard Kipling was one of the tenants here, before moving to a house next door to my dad in India in the 1920s! (Daddykins was only five back then.)

Anyway, back in 1364 King Edward III was terribly embarrassed because he was unable to pay back a loan granted to him by the Worshipful Company of Vintners (wine merchants). In order to make it up to them he granted a Royal Charter enabling them to set up and sell wines anywhere without a licence. These people became known as Free Vintners.

Skip forward five centuries to 1890 and a fellow called Angus Gordon comes along and opens up a wine bar here. The council approach him to ask for his licence and he replies: ‘I don’t need one. Look, see?! I’m a member of the Worshipful Company of Vintners!’ Of course, they had to let him go ahead and didn’t imagine any other cheeky rascals would try the same thing – but they did! A chap called John Davy used this right in 1965 to open the Boot & Flogger in Borough, but they soon put an end to it after this. So Angus Gordon and John Davy are known as the last of the Free Vintners.

Look out also for the OLD STREET SIGN [image: Image] from before 1917, next to the modern street sign.

Go down the steps and through the outdoor drinking area for the wine bar and on your right you’ll see an opening to a park.

The magnificent structure before you is YORK HOUSE WATERGATE [image: Image]. It is a wonderful example of the beautiful watergates that existed along this section of the river when it was lined with glorious palaces and mansions. York House stood on the Strand (which means ‘shore of the river’) and would have backed onto the river here. The gate itself was built in 1626 and you can even see the Duke of Buckingham’s coat of arms at the top of it, but after the 1860s the gate became redundant.

If you had been standing on this spot 200 years ago you would have been standing in the river. You see, back then the River Thames was virtually an open sewer. The summer of 1858 was absolutely boiling and became known as ‘The Great Stink’. All the untreated human excrement and detritus on the riverbank started to smell so bad that people living nearby couldn’t take it any longer. They even had to douse their curtains in disinfectant to stave off the pungent stench. After much prevaricating, the government eventually had to do something – as they themselves were right on the river and couldn’t even sit in Parliament. It was time to act, and I don’t mean dropping toast to see if it landed butter-side up!

They got hold of an engineer called Joseph Bazalgette, who had an excellent beard, like Lemmy from Motorhead. He had the idea of narrowing the river, causing it to flow more quickly, thereby carrying off all the effluence and poos. He then set about one of the biggest engineering projects in London’s history, by building the sewers that we still use today. He knew that the population would increase in the future, so he had the foresight to make the system’s capacity six times greater than was needed at the time… and lucky for us that he did! No wonder they gave him a knighthood.

So now we have the lovely VICTORIA EMBANKMENT GARDENS [image: Image], a delightful place to read your book and imagine the likes of George Villiers stepping out of his house through the Watergate and straight onto a boat up the river of poo.

It’s fair to assume that, had Parliament been on Primrose Hill, we would probably still be without sewers, as they only decided to act once it started to affect their work.

Carry on through Victoria Embankment Gardens and you will see various sculptures. There’s ‘Rabbie’ Burns, Scotland’s most famous poet, who wrote ‘Auld Lang Syne’ (which means ‘for the sake of old times’, in case you wondered) and also a soldier on a camel. This is to commemorate the Imperial Camel Corps, who served in Palestine, Egypt and Sinai during the First World War. Just beyond it, outside the park next to the river, you should just be able to see a large stone obelisk known as CLEOPATRA’S NEEDLE [image: Image]. It doesn’t actually have much to do with Cleopatra, although she would have seen it in her lifetime. It was first erected in Heliopolis around 1450 BC, where it stood for over a thousand years, but was then taken to Alexandria – where it stood for a while but then fell over and lay in the sand, rather neglected, for a few hundred years. With France and Britain constantly competing for artefacts from ancient Egypt, Muhammad Ali (not that one!), the Viceroy of Egypt, decided to gift it to the British in 1819 to commemorate the victory over Napoleon at Waterloo. It remained in Alexandria until 1877, when a plan was hatched to transport it to London. Lugging something that big such a distance was not easy: they had to build a special capsule, inside which the obelisk was placed, and then towed it behind a ship all the way to Britain. The ship hit a storm in the Bay of Biscay and a tremendous effort was made to save the obelisk, with many men losing their lives. When the obelisk eventually arrived in 1878, to the cheers of onlookers, the names of these men were inscribed on the pedestal and two sphinxes were placed either side to guard it – although they are pretty useless guards! They’re pointing in the wrong direction and should be facing away from it!
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Beneath the marble pedestal the Victorians buried a time capsule containing an array of items of the time. Cigars, coins, a picture of Queen Victoria, bibles, a map of London, Bradshaw’s railway guide (which Michael Portillo is always going on about) and photographs of the 12 most beautiful women of the age! I wonder who they could have been. No date has been set for it to be opened, so maybe we’ll never find out. We’re lucky it’s still there, actually, as in 1917 it was hit by a bomb during an air raid. You can still see the evidence of shrapnel on the pedestal.

While you’re here, look out for the splendid ornamental street furniture, by George John Vulliamy, who was responsible for the beautiful fish lampposts and the sphinxes. In keeping with the Egyptian theme, he also designed the charming camel benches (further along the embankment).

We’ve strayed outside the park and onto the river, but now I want to head back through the gardens and up CARTING LANE [image: Image]. As you exit there’s a nice information board with a picture of what the area looked like when the Watergate was still in use.

Now, because I’m juvenile, I like to call this ‘Farting Lane’. As you walk up you will see a lamppost on your left with a rather thick shaft. (No sniggering at the back, please!)

Well, after the installation of the London sewers there was a tendency for the sulphurous, farty gases to explode occasionally, causing much alarm among pedestrians. Enter Joseph Webb, an enterprising gentleman from Birmingham, who patented the sewer gas lamp. This utilised the smelly poo gas from the sewers to light the street by burning it off. They became quite popular, making him rather rich. However, they weren’t without their problems and kept having a lot of smelly leaks until eventually they fell out of favour. This one, however, is the last of its kind in London and the sign next to it states that it continues to run off ‘residual bio-gas’. (So next time you let one fly in a lift or a classroom and everyone looks at you, you can simply state that it’s nothing to worry about, it’s just residual bio-gas!)

Now carry on up Carting Lane and you’ll see a little road to the right called Savoy Way, leading to Savoy Hill. At the end of that you’ll see a little chapel and a dead-end street called SAVOY STEPS [image: Image]. This is where Bob Dylan stood with all his word cards in the promotional film for ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’, which is often regarded as one of the first ever pop videos. He had been staying at the Savoy Hotel during his 1965 tour of Britain and it was supposed to be used as a trailer for the documentary Don’t Look Back. If you’re with a couple of friends you can recreate the video with someone acting as Allen Ginsberg, Bob Dylan’s friend and famous New York poet, in the background.

Turn left at the end of Savoy Hill to return up to the Strand.

Turn left again and you’ll come to the SAVOY HOTEL [image: Image]. Many people like to book afternoon tea here as it’s rather marvellous, like many of the big London hotels. However, if you book a table for 13 you might find that you have an extra guest joining you: Kaspar the cat!

Back in 1898 a fellow called Woolf Joel had organised a dinner for 15 people, but a couple of people dropped out, leaving him with only 13. At dinner there was much conversation about superstition and the number 13, as it was commonly held that the first person to leave a dinner party of ‘unlucky thirteen’ would be the first to die. Joel thought this was poppycock and said: ‘Don’t worry, chaps. There’s really nothing to worry about, and to prove it I will be the first one to leave.’

Anyway, two weeks later he went home to South Africa and was shot dead! This alarmed all the guests and staff at the Savoy, so in future when 13 guests were dining they would supply a member of staff to be the 14th. However, having a stranger at the table became unpopular; so instead, they had a cat carved out of wood. Nowadays, if you are a party of 13 you can request
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