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Introduction

I cannot recall the exact moment at which I thought of Look Up London, but I vividly remember walking along Oxford Street with a friend and discussing ways to share with others the quirks of the capital that hide above the eye line. I showed my friend a little beaver, teetering on top of a building, clutching an ‘H’. I explained that the poor little guy is a reminder of a hat manufacturer on this site from the 19th century, the H standing for Henry Heath’s company and the beaver because his skin was used for the felt of top hats. He didn’t seem to be aware that his days were numbered. The beaver, not the friend.

In 2015, after a few years of posting images and the history behind them on Twitter and Tumblr, I was made redundant from my job in marketing and was considering ways in which to make talking about London history a full-time career.

I applied for the Blue Badge Tourist Guide course, an intense two-year training programme and the UK’s top accreditation for guiding. After passing 11 exams and gaining the award for ‘best overall presentations’, I found the things I enjoyed most were the esoteric details, discovering little-known facts that most born-and-bred Londoners (like myself) are not aware of.

I continued with Look Up London throughout the course, posting a new blog about the city’s quirky history each week – a selection of the most unusual clocks, for example, a favourite being the eye-shaped model protruding from Moorfields Eye Hospital. I also began to run walking tours for the public (admittedly it was a few months before anyone other than friends and family booked!). But fast-forward to today and I have a regular weekend programme with more than 10 different public walks that tend to sell out.

It is an amazing privilege to take first-time visitors around London’s major sights. You appreciate the wondrous Tower of London or Westminster Abbey through their eyes, seeing the sites afresh, and I am so proud to share this city’s story. But I also love showing Londoners the little alleys, tiny details and, above all, the amazing history hiding in plain sight.

This all changed in 2020. As the borders closed and we were instructed to stay at home, I knew there had to be a way to continue sharing London’s history. I turned to virtual tours, sharing images and video footage while sitting at home and explaining their significance online to hundreds of people across the world. I was delighted to be able to reach new enthusiasts who wanted to explore London with me. I have been so touched by the messages people send me saying how much the tours helped them at this difficult time, but the truth is I needed to continue doing what I love just as much.
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Moorfields Eye Hospital clock
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Henry Heath Beaver



Look Up London is about that exhilarating feeling of discovering something for the first time. Perhaps you literally look up and spot a plaque or sculpture you’ve never seen before, or maybe it’s a roundel embedded in the pavement that piques your interest.

My aim and passion is to share the amazing stories that often go unnoticed in this city, so whether it’s your first time visiting or you’ve lived here your whole life, I want you to be curious and feel that excitement through Look Up London, the book.
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Figure from Dr Salter’s Daydream, Bermondsey






Walking London

Walking is without doubt the best way to discover London. The slower pace gives you a chance to soak in the architecture and street names, and to ponder the people that have walked this path before you.

In planning this book, just as when I’m planning walking tours in real life, the biggest challenge was choosing what to leave out. The 10 areas I’ve chosen for walks arose from a desire to map out routes that stood apart from my Look Up London public walks, giving me the chance to get inspired by new stories and sharing the diversity of London’s history and architecture. It also meant that, for the wonderful (and committed!) people who have joined all of my walking tours, there is now much more to discover.

With each walk, one aim is to follow the key guiding principle of the TVP (top visual priority) – that is, what is so visually striking that you simply have to explain its existence. But another aim is to guide you towards the less-trodden paths and down the streets in search of little details you might otherwise miss.

As ever, the choice as to which stories to include is a personal one. I like sharing the stories of unsung heroes alongside the household names. You may feel on some walks that I’ve ‘left out’ a major bit of history, but that’s the wonderful thing about London’s past. There’s always more to add and discover!

The text for the walks endeavours to make the routes as easy to follow as possible, so coupled with the maps I hope the walks can be easily navigated. That being said, it’s impossible to fit all the street names in one map image so you might find it helpful to have an A–Z with you or to use Google Maps for back up (see here for links).

I truly hope that you feel inspired and excited while out and about on these walks and I’d love for you to share your pictures with me online. Or maybe if you spot something else en route then ask me a question. If you’ve been on a walking tour with me in person you will know that I adore questions!

You can tag me on Instagram and Twitter @look_uplondon, TikTok @lookuplondon and Facebook @lookuplondonwalks.




Using this book

This book features 10 London walks, each focused on a different area in the capital. Interspersed among the walks, a selection of Top 10 and In Focus features offer a deeper delve into what the city has to offer.
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Each walk is accompanied by a map of the route, with selected sites numbered. To help navigate the route, the numbers also appear in the text that follows. On here, you can find links to the routes on Google Maps.
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Each walk offers an engaging tour of the area in question, revealing little-known and quirky facts about the sites on the map and other points of interest along the way.
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From historic pubs to green spaces and from unusual museums to statues and independent cafes, each of these pages list 10 of my London favourites.
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In Focus pages look at features of the city that tend to go unnoticed: blue plaques, boundary markers, fire insurance marks, communication infrastructure and street furniture.






Top 10 moments that shaped London

In around 2,000 years of recorded history, several key moments have left lasting marks on the capital. Here are 10 of the most significant events.

57 AD

Roman Emperor Claudius invaded England in 43 AD. The Romans chose a location on the banks of the River Thames – close to today’s London Bridge – and established a trading port. Londinium, as it became known, had another river flowing through it at the time: the River Walbrook. This has since been covered over, but is remembered in a street name. Close by you can now find the London Mithraeum (see here), a museum on the site of a former Roman temple. The museum holds the earliest recorded financial transaction in London, from 57 AD, which describes the money owed between two Roman citizens. It marks the start of the City as an international centre of finance.
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886 AD [image: Illustration]

After the Romans left Londinium in 410 AD, the city would not be inhabited again for more than 400 years. By tradition, King Alfred the Great (r. c.886–99) re-established London in 886, landing at Queenhithe. Pictured here, an epic 30-m (100-ft) long mosaic at Queenhithe Dock, EC4, tells the City’s story. In the meantime, while the Roman city crumbled into ruins, another settlement was growing. The Anglo-Saxons chose to establish a town outside the Roman walls, in an area close to today’s Covent Garden.
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1534 [image: Illustration]

King Henry VIII (r. 1509–47) had a problem. He was married to the powerful, Spanish, Catherine of Aragon but did not believe she could give him a male heir and the Pope would not grant him a divorce. Circumventing the Pope’s authority, the Act of Supremacy was passed, declaring King Henry VIII the Supreme Head of the Church, not the Pope. This set in motion further acts breaking up the major religious houses of London, including Bermondsey Abbey, the Charterhouse and Blackfriars Monastery (the site of which is now occupied by The Blackfriar pub, pictured; see also, here).

[image: Illustration]

1666 [image: Illustration]

In the early hours of 2 September 1666, a fire started in Thomas Farriner’s bakery on Pudding Lane. By the time the Great Fire of London had finally been extinguished on 5 September, 87 churches, 44 livery halls and 13,200 homes had been destroyed and new building regulations changed the appearance of London forever. Pictured here is Monument, erected in commemoration of the event (see also, here).
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1858 [image: Illustration]

During an extraordinarily hot summer, the River Thames began to smell. It was full of human waste, thanks to newly introduced flushing toilets, and residents were unable to cope. With the new Houses of Parliament directly on the river, members of parliament could not ignore the so-called ‘Great Stink’. An act for building London’s new sewer system was passed into law on 2 August and the Metropolitan Board of Works, under the direction of Joseph Bazalgette started work on an infrastructure project that would create the embankment (pictured), reclaiming around 22 acres of land from the river.

[image: Illustration]

1863 [image: Illustration]

On 10 January 1863, the world’s first underground railway opened. The Metropolitan Railway ran between Paddington (called Bishop’s Road at the time) and Farringdon Street. On its first day the railway carried 38,000 passengers. Today, an average of two million people use the Tube every day.

1899

The London Government Act of 1899 revolutionized the administration of the capital. It created 28 metropolitan boroughs, replacing a haphazard parish system and leading to grand town hall buildings for each new borough. In 1963 another act would create Greater London, giving us the 32 London boroughs we have today.
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1937 [image: Illustration]

When the Faraday building in Blackfriars was extended in the early 1930s, its new bulk partially blocked the view of St Paul’s Cathedral from the River Thames. In 1937 the City of London Corporation initiated a policy known as St Paul’s Heights, protecting views of the dome from key locations across London. When you look at the curious shapes of London’s skyscrapers – among them the triangular Leadenhall Building (aka the Cheesegrater, seen to the left in this photo) – it is because they are adhering to these protected views.
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1940 [image: Illustration]

On 25 August 1940, during the Second World War, the first bomb fell on the City of London and a plaque on Fore Street marks the site (pictured). From 7 September 1940, and for 57 consecutive days and nights, London would suffer through The Blitz, which killed an estimated 30,000 Londoners and destroyed more than one million London homes.

2000

On 4 May 2000, Ken Livingstone became the first Mayor of London. The mayor is the head of the Greater London Authority and responsible for the £17 billion budget for the city, setting policies for transport, police, housing, planning and arts and culture across London.




Top 10 architectural styles

London’s architecture varies tremendously. It is one of the things that makes the city so visually exciting. Here are some general pointers to help identify what you are looking at.
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Norman [image: Illustration]

Arriving with the Norman Conquest that started in 1066, this 11th-century style is typified by huge, thick columns and bold, stylized stonework. Good examples can be found in St Bartholomew the Great and St John’s Chapel within the Tower of London.
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Gothic [image: Illustration]

Popular in Europe from the 1200s–1500s, this style is all about light and height. Delicate columns support tall, pointed arches, while flying buttresses provide support from the outside like a rib cage. This allows the walls to include stained-glass windows that flood the interior with light. The style is often used for cathedrals, and Westminster Abbey is a fine example, with the highest Gothic vaulted ceiling in the country, at 31m (102ft).
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Classical [image: Illustration]

Inspired by travel across Italy, Inigo Jones created the first classical building in England in Queen’s House, Greenwich, in 1636. Influenced by the architecture of ancient Greece and Rome, the style is typified by harmonious proportions, symmetry and the use of orders. There are five different classical orders, defined by the type of column and capital.

[image: Illustration]

English Baroque [image: Illustration]

Take the flamboyance of Italian baroque – dramatic curves and the play of light and shade – but calm it down a bit and you have the restrained grandeur of St Paul’s Cathedral by Sir Christopher Wren. English baroque contains classical elements such as orders and balanced compositions, and is mostly associated with Wren’s work in London. It was a relatively short-lived style, lasting from 1666 until the early 1700s.
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The Georgian House [image: Illustration]

The Building Act of 1774 aimed to standardize housing to protect against fire. It listed four types of house, called ‘rates’, as determined by size and value. The best example of a surviving ‘first’ rate house can be found in Bedford Square, Bloomsbury. It has steps leading up to the front door and its largest windows appear on the first floor – the piano nobile – generally being taller than they are wide. Storeys grow progressively smaller on the upper floors of the house and might culminate in a sloped attic.
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Neoclassical [image: Illustration]

As the British Empire grew during the late 18th and early 19th centuries, an architectural style for grand civic buildings emerged that combined simple forms on a grand scale with a nod to the former empire of Rome. If you think of the architecture of libraries, banks and museums, they are usually in this style.
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Neo-Gothic [image: Illustration]

A rival to neoclassical, neo-Gothic style (also Gothic revival or Victorian Gothic) was an attempt to celebrate a more ‘English’ architectural style, looking back to the medieval period and the golden age of cathedral building. A good example of the style in London is St Pancras Station. The style incorporates the pointed arches and vertical emphasis of Gothic but with extravagant embellishments that leave no surface free of flourish and are often rendered in bright colours.
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Art Deco [image: Illustration]

From the French arts décoratifs, this style swept through London in the early 20th century and is mostly associated with cinemas and entertainment venues. However, one of the best-known examples is the Daily Telegraph building on Fleet Street, which is identifiable by its emphasis on simple, bold shapes and colour, exuding glamour.
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Brutalist [image: Illustration]

From the French béton brut meaning ‘raw concrete’, this mid-20th-century style tends to divide opinion. Hulking mass, exaggerated shapes and a general feeling of ‘heaviness’ are coupled with the use of cast concrete. A good example is the Barbican housing estate in the City of London.
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Postmodern [image: Illustration]

Emerging from the late 1970s, postmodernism was a reaction against the strict forms of modernism that had prevailed from the 1930s to the 1960s. Postmodernist architects took forms and theories from early architectural styles but added whimsy and colour to their designs. Within postmodernism are branches of other styles, such as high-tech, where buildings unashamedly show you what materials they are made of and how they are put together. A famous example of this is Lloyd’s of London’s ‘inside-out’ headquarters on Lime Street.
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