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Introduction

Soho is the heart every city ought to have. In fact, most great cities do have their own versions of Soho, for example Saint-Germain-des-Prés on Paris’s South Bank, Kreuzberg in Berlin and the Lower East Side in New York. What do these areas have in common? Not much perhaps – certainly very little architecturally – but what they do share defines their essence.

They all exist within the centre of the city, yet are outside the conventional orbit of city-centre life. They are enclaves that evolved for communities of ‘outsiders’ of various sorts where, historically, rents have been low for sustained periods of time – often for a wide range of complex reasons. This has meant that old buildings tend to survive, creating a rich architectural setting. Notably, all are places where immigrant communities have established themselves, along with exiles and artists, to create vibrant, cosmopolitan areas that have sometimes shocked, but more often culturally enriched, the cities in which they have flourished. Soho is most certainly no exception. Berwick Street, with its exotic and long-established street market, Italian then Jewish in its essence, regularly enthralled more adventurous Londoners. Virginia Woolf remembered it in the early twentieth century as a place ‘fierce with light’ that pleased ‘me to the depths of my heart’ (see here).

Within such enclaves, when at their best, a feeling of companionship evolved, no doubt engendered by shared difficulties, along with a sense of independence and of liberty. By tradition they have become places where coexistence has bred tolerance, and where grass-roots democracy – and equality – have flourished. These qualities have given most of them – certainly Soho in much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – the atmosphere of a village within the city, in which residents know each other and are enriched by their differences. They become distinct communities, thriving against the backdrop of historic but still-living buildings and streets.

But they are incredibly fragile. Traditionally they are protected by the presence of noisome or potentially noxious trades or industries, by poverty, by neglect, by all those things that make them unattractive to the average city dweller or business. But when the balance shifts – when the threat of change becomes certainty and stability is established – the vulnerability of such areas is only too apparent. As the mix of uses and character ceases to be odd, different and exotic and becomes mainstream in its appeal, then doom looms.

Most wayward urban areas fall victim, these days, not to slum clearance or mass demolition for roads and office-building – as was the threat in London in the 1960s and 1970s, which almost obliterated Soho’s neighbour, Covent Garden – but to their own success. Their sense of community, their vivid life, their central locations are inherently attractive, and when noisy trades or troubling industries move away and legislation is enacted to reduce their perceived problems (in Soho’s case, the overt sex industry), then those who make their living through property investment – attracted by the new sense of stability – take a keen and greedy interest. Rents rise, independent enterprises are forced out, communities are dispersed, family homes are lost, historic but commercially inconvenient building fabric is cleared away (often with façades retained in an attempt to screen the scale of change), and what was once real, true and alive is suddenly false, fake and dead.

This complex process is now usually summed up – by disgruntled observers or by those who have suffered – as ‘gentrification’. An odd word, the meaning of which is somewhat subjective, which is generally used to describe the displacement of an indigenous urban community (usually artisan or trade- and craft-based) located within a decaying inner-city area, by a more affluent but essentially alien and transient community that covets the location or the buildings it colonises and has the wealth and influence to get what it wants. The result can be the repair of long-neglected historic buildings and even the reinstatement of their original grandeur, lost through decades of multi-occupation or the mix of inappropriate uses. This is sometimes seen as a good thing, which no doubt it is. But this is to take only a superficial view. By tradition, the old residents more often than not lived and worked in their area. The new occupants tend not to live in their ‘occupied’ area full time, and do not work there. It becomes a dormitory, a second home, and their transience means that a new sense of community does not evolve. The authentic life, lived among the architecture of the past, within the theatre of historic streets and courts that gave the area distinction, is dead. This is the process happening within Soho now. Most contemporary debate about Soho focuses not just on its ‘gentrification’ but also on its ‘sanitisation’, as the remnants of the sex industry are fenced in or cleared away to allow new buildings and attract new businesses and residents who, we are led to believe, are not interested in the old ‘sleazy’ side of Soho. So its image is to be remade and its history doctored to make it more marketable to those who, paradoxically, want to be there but who are actually not too keen on the traditional character of the area they proclaim to like.

It can be argued that Soho is now on the cusp of irreversible change. That those things which have made it special and given it its distinctive character for the last 200 years or so are in the process of being snuffed out. This state of affairs makes a book like this, about the evolution of Soho’s character and about its architecture, urgent and necessary. It can help to ensure that the debate about its future – about what makes it special – is informed and focused.

A history of Soho can also offer some solace. There is no doubt that the current threat to its long-established character, which still exists and is still distinct, is real and alarming. But it is important to put this threat into historic context and remember that change has heralded the supposed death of Soho several times in the past – so the current claim that Soho as we know it is dying would have been familiar to past generations of Londoners. Indeed, dramatic change has, arguably, been crucial to the formation of Soho’s special character. As early as 1921 Sophie Cole observed that Soho was ‘a question of “change … in all around I see”. Old landmarks gone, and brand-new buildings, mostly offices in their place.’1 I know this from my own direct observation. I have been photographing Soho’s streets, buildings and people since 1971, and in 1975, when writing a chapter on Soho for a book entitled the Rape of Britain, I observed that Soho’s survival was a ‘miracle’ since it was ‘under ever-increasing pressure’ that threatened to make it ‘the all-too-familiar dead city centre’. I also mentioned its ‘fragile nature’ and argued that ‘every time a community shop like a butcher’s or a button maker’s is replaced by an office block … Soho’s pulse weakens’. This was to prove correct, and during the last forty-five years most such shops have closed, and the area’s pulse has indeed weakened.2

My compulsion to document Soho made me witness the deaths of many buildings: I remember 36–44 Brewer Street, a group of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century houses and shops typical of Soho. In the early 1970s I photographed their tragic end. They were empty, in the process of demolition but with the names of the lately ejected tenants still emblazoned on shop fronts and windows. They were a microcosm of Soho’s then vibrant and diverse life and trades. At number 40 was the Margaret Café, a most homely place that I had used in the past, and on the corner with Great Pulteney Street was the erstwhile London base of Bob Fletcher, ‘international shirt designer’ – a well-known purveyor of handmade shirts when a handmade shirt was a potent symbol of stylish youth and something to which most young men of the time aspired. Fletcher, along with the tailor John Stephen, were creatures of 1960s ‘Swinging London’, when nearby Carnaby Street was an unlikely epicentre of world fashion. Fortunes could – and were – made in this industry. Photographs of the Glasgow-born Stephen, credited with being the ‘founder’ of the Carnaby Street phenomenon, outside his shop at 52–55 Carnaby Street, one with his foot set cockily on the fender of his Rolls-Royce, say it all. Making a vast income by selling fashion to the young is commonplace now, but it all started in Soho in about 1960, mostly in modest Georgian houses like this one in Brewer Street. But, of course, the establishment of the fashion industry in Soho proved a two-edged sword. It brought prosperity and fame, but also had baleful consequences as independent operatives like Bob Fletcher were soon ousted to make way for the impersonal shops of fashion chains that have raised rents and done much to expunge life in large tracts of Soho.

A similar fate soon befell the block of late-eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century buildings on Brewer Street, running between Great Pulteney Street and Bridle Lane. In 1975 I illustrated this terrace in The Rape of Britain, noting that it was ‘to be replaced by a new office building’ and appealing for its preservation. But it did no good. I particularly remember the late-Georgian house on the corner with Bridle Lane. It housed ‘woollen merchants’ on the upper floors and, in the ground-floor shop, ‘House Bros.’, cutlers and tool makers. The window display was a lively affair, exhibiting knives, axes, saws and all manner of implements, their cutting edges displayed with gay abandon. I caught its last moments on camera. It was soon destroyed (plates 1 and 2).

But such serial killings of historic buildings and businesses in the 1970s did not, in fact, lead to the death of Soho. It has proved surprisingly resilient and retains a distinct character still worth fighting for. And this ability to survive frightful, seemingly terminal onslaughts tells another story.
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Characterful shop on corner of Brewer Street and Bridle Lane in early 1970s, now demolished.



As is usually the case in great and vibrant cities and urban quarters, from the debris of death and destruction has sprung new life, often strange and exotic – and in many ways different to what went before.

Soho’s first death took place sometime in the early 1720s, when the original aristocratic Soho of the late seventeenth century, with its large terrace houses and mansions, was transformed into a merchants’, craft and manufacturing quarter. In a sense this merely extended the influence of the Huguenots, who had settled, largely in south Soho, from the late seventeenth century and introduced the valuable and exquisite precious-metal trade. Part of this process was the replacement of larger buildings, often less than fifty years old, with smaller houses, workshops and courtyards.

But this wave of change made the fabric and life of Soho more complex and rich than bland. This was partly through the introduction of courts of smaller buildings, but also because Soho’s social spectrum remained broad and its mix of uses increased. The new merchant and manufacturing areas were set cheek by jowl with streets and groups of houses that remained firmly aristocratic in their aspirations, such as the early-eighteenth-century houses in Great Marlborough Street and Poland Street; while from the 1750s London’s highly valuable sex industry took significant – and initially discreet – root in the area.

Around 1795 Soho again started to be transformed by change, with light industry, commerce and manufacturing rapidly increasing in scale – partly because of a local economic boom due to the Napoleonic Wars, and partly because of the technology and wealth that resulted from the Industrial Revolution. The evidence lies in the history of numerous buildings. Numbers 12–13 Greek Street, in origin a late-seventeenth-century mansion, until 1795 housed the London showroom of the master potter Josiah Wedgwood, who in brilliant manner had combined the technological advances of the Industrial Revolution with fashionable neoclassical taste to mass-produce high-quality consumer goods for an eager public. Number 163 Wardour Street became the base, in the mid 1790s, of Thomas Sheraton, one of Britain’s most influential and successful furniture designers, and numbers 4, 5 and 6 Soho Square – a group of late-seventeenth-century houses – were replaced in 1801 by a warehouse built by John Trotter, an army contractor who had profiteered with great personal financial success during the war with France. In 1816 Trotter converted his then redundant military warehouse into the Soho Bazaar, a fascinating, pioneering example of West End retailing.

These rebuildings and changes of use heralded Soho’s next great transformation, which, from the 1840s, made it home to succeeding waves of generally impoverished economic and political foreign immigrants, starting with Italians and followed by Jews fleeing 1880s pogroms in Russia and Russian-occupied Poland. These immigrants included, in the 1850s, Karl Marx and his family, who settled in sordid and cramped rooms on Dean Street.

And so Soho descended into a poverty that was spiced with extraordinary flashes of creative genius and idiosyncratic and sometimes dangerous charm. This made it a place of inspiration and of potentially fatal attraction for successive generations of artists.

In 1907 Joseph Conrad used Soho as part of the setting for The Secret Agent, a tale of anarchy, espionage, terror and human frailty; and a few years later Virginia Woolf was enthralled with the bustle and trade of Berwick Street market (see here). It is the memory of this odd and bohemian manifestation of Soho, as a different and even perilous place, that lingers today and continues to attract and fuel our imagination. And it is this vision of Soho that we now see as under remorseless attack by developers, social sanitisers, gentrifiers, by characterless chains of shops, restaurants and consumerism generally, and by roving crowds of well-meaning but hapless tourists who can make lifeless the very things they tour to see. But even this latter threat is not new.

By the late nineteenth century Soho’s Continental charms, lurking below the surface of decay and squalor, were well recognised and savoured by more observant Londoners. Most were aware that the life and the death, the charm and the decay, of Soho were intrinsically linked, and it was obvious that the more common it became as a place for ordinary Londoners to frequent, the more ‘common’ Soho would become. As early as 1915 Thomas Burke, something of a London flâneur, delighted in Soho’s cosmopolitan character, ‘where every street is a song’, and Old Compton Street in particular. As he told readers of his Nights in Town, ‘step aside from the jostle and clamour of Oxford Street into Soho Square … cut through Greek Street or Dean Street, and you are in – Paris, amid the clang, the gesture, and the alert nonchalance of metropolitan France’. But for Burke the combination of qualities that made Soho special were already under attack. Today we might feel that the waves of tourists and suburban Londoners having a boisterous night out in London’s ‘Latin Quarter’ are swamping the place and diluting its character. Over 100 years ago Burke felt much the same: ‘Now, I love my cockneys, heart and soul [but] I wish to goodness they would keep out of Soho cafes … and leave [it] for people like myself who feed there because it is cheap.’ Cockneys, surmised Burke – along with ‘the girl-clerk and the book-keeper’ – invaded Soho in a futile ‘quest’ for ‘Bohemianism’. If this did not stop, fretted Burke, Soho would be ruined.3

So change – and anxiety about change and the dilution of Soho’s character – are part of Soho’s history. But this must not make us complacent about the current threat to the area. Perhaps Soho can weather the storm – even thrive on it – and once again remake itself in creative manner. But, arguably, the change now looming – and actually taking place – is far greater in scale and nature, and perhaps in speed, and more absolute than ever before. Admittedly, the swathes of demolition proposed in the 1960s and 1970s were more fundamental than anything happening now and turned out to be no more than a wicked fantasy. What we are seeing today is change actually taking place, insidiously and on an almost daily basis. Even as I write, the demolition of the modest, late-Georgian number 21 Great Windmill Street has been agreed by the local authority – Westminster City Council (WCC) – because the building’s owner claims repair is uneconomic (plate 3). Despite its age and charm the building is not on the government’s list of buildings of architectural or historic interest and so has limited statutory protection. However, it is – as is all Soho – within a Conservation Area, designated and in theory monitored by WCC. Historic buildings, listed or not, within Conservation Areas should be protected as part of the general policy to safeguard and enhance the designated area’s established architectural and social character. Every time an historic building is lost, Soho as a whole is diminished.

More significant is the large hole created in recent years at the north end of Dean Street for works to Crossrail. This involved the loss of a considerable amount of old fabric, but just as alarming is the way the new railway will open up to Soho yet more people: it has been estimated that 1.5 million will have easy access to the area, leading to yet more droves of tourists, more business, more rent increases and more ‘boutique’ hotels – something of a recent Soho phenomenon. Of course, this can be viewed as an economic blessing for some, but it also represents yet one more thrust at the vitals of the old, authentic Soho.

Bahar Durmaz-Drinkwater and Stephen Platt, academics conducting research on Soho, have made statistical discoveries that help explain what is happening in the area. But their research also suggests the future – and it’s alarming. Based on an analysis of Berwick Street, Old Compton Street and Wardour Street – Soho’s main locations for shopping, leisure and the media – they found that between 2008 and 2016 21 per cent of the independent businesses had closed or moved away. There has also been great transience, with, during the same eight years, an average of 60 per cent of the business premises on these streets changing in occupation.4 This transience is at least partly explained, point out the academics, by an estimate, published in 2017 in the Financial Times, that between 2012 and 2017 land values in Soho increased by 52 per cent, which makes it a very expensive and exclusive place in which to live or do business. These high land values, leading directly to high rents and increased transience, explain the speed with which modest independent businesses have been replaced by corporate initiatives, such as chain shops and restaurants. These are not only willing and able to pay high rents, but they establish rents at levels that price most independents out of the market. Their analysis makes it clear that, while these conditions continue, this trend – which sucks the authentic life out of Soho – will inevitably continue.

At the moment, with the forces for change and those resisting it locked in unresolved conflict, it is hard to see where it will all end. The Soho Society, the community organisation that has battled for Soho’s body and soul for over forty years, is far from sanguine and remains in a state of alarm and high alert. This is what Tim Lord, the Society’s chairman, told me in late 2018:

Soho survived cholera epidemics, German bombing raids and criminal gangs but it may not survive the current greed of property developers and rapacious landlords. The Soho Society increased social housing and established the Conservation Area, but property developers and many landlords just see Soho as a place to make money with no thought or feelings for the place itself – and often unfortunately backed by the Council. The Soho Society sees this precious square mile for what it is – the jewel in London’s crown.

This is a call to battle. London’s ‘jewel’ is under attack and anyone who doubts the seriousness of the assault, or thinks it exaggerated, need only walk to the north end of Dean Street, where it joins Oxford Street, to see what Crossrail has done, or to the east of Soho Square, at the junction of Sutton Row and Charing Cross Road. Vast swathes of demolition have taken place, deep holes have been dug in the ground and historic grain and buildings obliterated.

Losses in these areas include the good late-Victorian Bath House public house and the Black Gardenia bar, both in Dean Street and both demolished in 2011, and the Astoria Theatre in Charing Cross Road, which was a most commanding building. It had been constructed as a warehouse, turned into an Art Deco cinema in 1927, into a theatre in 1977 and in 1985 into a nightclub and live-music venue. The building’s story of creative change and adaptation is the epitome of Soho’s life as a centre for trade and entertainment – indeed the Astoria was, in its way, Soho in miniature and with its demolition in 2009 it seemed as if part of Soho’s twentieth-century history was being murdered. And more of the same is planned. The Curzon cinema on Shaftesbury Avenue, a significant cultural institution and the only independent cinema in the West End, is under threat of demolition for the construction of Crossrail 2. This government project currently – and incredibly – envisages the destruction of all or most of the buildings in a block defined on the west by Dean Street, on the east by Greek Street, on the south by Shaftesbury Avenue and on the north by Romilly Street. A number of significant eighteenth-, nineteenth- and twentieth-century buildings would be destroyed, including the Golden Lion public house in Dean Street, and the south end of historic Frith Street eradicated. No timescale has been agreed for this work – which requires an Act of Parliament and involves the creation of a new station entrance on Dean Street – although Crossrail 2 hopes to start construction around 2025. At present the block is merely ‘safeguarded’ by Crossrail 2. But already the buildings on the site and immediately bordering it are beginning to suffer from ‘planning blight’.

In place of the streets, alleys and buildings already lost around Dean Street and Greek Street, large commercial developments of startlingly contemporary, and arguably most alien, design are being completed. True, this transformation is not occurring in Soho’s heart, but it is happening within its boundaries. Such losses and additions greatly affect the feel and the appearance of this ‘precious square mile’ and the nature of the activities that take place within it. Similar large-scale opportunities may not often present themselves within the heart of Soho, but these peripheral developments have set a precedent and, with their heavy-handed approach to the delicate urban fabric of the area, represent an alarming intent that is perhaps already inspiring or justifying some extensive rebuilding projects in central Soho – for example, at the junction of Broadwick Street and Berwick Street, where a large hotel is (in early 2019) under construction.

Using this book

This book offers – primarily – an architectural history of Soho, with its focus being a gazetteer organised not alphabetically but geographically, as a walk through the area. So it is a street-by-street, building-by-building appreciation of Soho that tells histories of buildings and their occupants, that outlines the aspirations of the landlords, leaseholders and speculating builders who made Soho and that identifies the former monastic lands, fields, closes and footpaths that still echo through the streets and fabric of modern Soho. Because much of the story is told through the walk – through the physical evidence that survives – the emphasis is on buildings that can still be seen.

Soho is exceptionally rich in architectural history, with most of its interest and quality dating from the eighteenth century. Traversing the eastern portion is fairly straightforward: the route follows the right-angular grid of its main streets, organised south and west of Soho Square, only brief ‘excursions’ being necessary into a number of the smaller streets and courts that generally join the main streets at right angles.

The exploration of west Soho, between Wardour Street and Regent Street, is an altogether different affair. Here the development pattern is fragmented, more dependent on ancient field boundaries and once-rural paths, far less co-ordinated and consequently more complicated and meandering. The difference in the nature of the walks each side of Wardour Street reflects the dual urban character of Soho and reveals much about early land ownership and use, and the way in which Soho was developed from the 1670s onwards. Consequently, a walk around Soho west of Wardour Street, an area packed with buildings that must be seen is, invariably, winding in its route. If the principal sites and buildings are to be seen, there must be a considerable amount of doubling back.

But here, where there is so much to reflect upon, so much to learn about city life and about the ways in which history can form the present and determine the future, a little bit of meandering is really no bad thing.
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