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No, Sir, when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life. . .

 

YOU DON’T HAVE to be a Londoner to love London so. Or even to be Dr Johnson to appreciate the truth of his bon mot. After all London has been, variously, the world’s biggest city, the crucible of ideology (capitalism and communism), the front line against Hitler’s Luftwaffe, the home of parliamentary democracy, the clearing house of the world, the port of the world, and the hippest, ‘swingingest’ Sixties city in the world. With all due apologies to the also-rans – New York, Moscow, Paris, Rome, Tokyo – London is the most interesting city in global history. And, dare I say it, the most important.

There was little about London’s birth that suggested such future grandeur. Founded by the Romans sometime in the first century AD, Londinium was intended solely as a humdrum supply camp. The capital status was unplanned; but then little or nothing in London’s history – unlike, say, straight-roaded Paris – would ever be planned. London early took on a life of its own. This book is the story of that life by London’s citizens and its visitors. In other words, it is London in its own words.

Something of London’s destiny was given by its birthplace, the furthest upstream bridgeable point of the Thames (the present Tower Bridge is only yards from the Romans’ own bridging site). London was the strategic crossing point between southern and mid England. He who controlled London controlled England. London was also a natural port and thus a natural market. The smart-spieling London barrow-boy is one of England’s oldest social stereotypes.

If the Romans only belatedly understood that London was the natural site for Britannia’s capital city, the succeeding Saxons were even more tardy in coming to this realization. Wessex, the dominant Saxon kingdom, preferred bucolic Winchester for its capital, and when Edward the Confessor finally deigned to accord London its due status he confused the issue by building the royal palace outside the city at Westminster. In other words, the Crown and the historic city were separate entities. One result was that the monarch was only able to exercise relative, not absolute, control over the city.

The Crown was not the only Dark Age institution to find its grip on London to be a decidedly weak one. The Church, despairing of Londoners’ bloody-minded paganism, concluded that Canterbury was much the better base for its spiritual endeavours.

So, London became a place of self-government (and freedom) to a degree unusual, even unique, for a city. With its capacity for money making, it also became a formidable, discrete power in the land. The Mayor of London was the only commoner to sign Magna Carta in 1215. People flocked to this cocky city of profit and pleasure by the thousand. London’s gargantuan growth from the late medieval period onwards (the city’s population in 1497 was approximately 70,000; in 1837 it was 1.5 million) had little to do with the local birth rate and much more to do with the ceaseless migration there of people on the make or on the run. Historically, most of these refugees came from the British countryside, though there were large influxes of foreigners too. So large were these influxes, indeed, that by the late twentieth century London had ceased to be an English city and had become instead a ‘Cosmopolis’, a city of indeterminate ethnicity in a Babel of languages.

But then London never was a truly English city. London was always London. The Midlands out-of-towner whose visit to the capital is recorded in the fifteenth-century poem ‘London Lickpenny’ found it to be an alien place beyond his experience. Utterly so. His eyewitness description is just one of the more than 150 accounts that appear in the following pages. These records by ‘those who were there’ vary from official reports to private diary jottings, from newspaper journalism to personal letters. They may not have the plumb-the-depths, turn-every-stone analysis of the historian’s work but they are simply more vivid. They are also unassailably authentic.

Here, then, London speaks for itself. As editor I have merely threaded the eyewitness accounts together in an attempt to make a readable, coherent story, adding context and explanation where needed. I did, though, have a guiding spirit in helping London to find its voice: Dr Johnson. In 1763 Johnson told the young James Boswell, newly arrived in the city, that ‘If you wish to have a just notion of the magnitude of this city, you must not be satisfied with seeing its great streets and squares, but must survey the innumerable little lanes and courts.’

Dr Johnson’s advice can be transferred to London’s history. If one wishes to understand the magnitude of London’s past one must remember the little backyards of social history as much as the great boulevards of political, religious and cultural history. The result is to let London reveal itself, truthfully and completely.

There are touching revelations to be found in these obscure corners of London’s life, such as – a personal favourite – the obvious hurt to the civic pride of the Mayor over the state of Farringdon ward in 1422, particularly the public loo in Ludgate. (It is perhaps a surprise in itself that the medieval city even had public latrines). John Evelyn’s amazement at a whale in the Thames is infectious even three centuries down the historical line, while the sheer joie de vivre of jivers at the Paramount Ballroom in 1947 dances off the page.

Equally, there are some unpleasant surprises in the shaded crannies of London’s past life. Mayhew’s depiction of Victorian ‘toshers’ (those who subsisted by trawling the city’s sewers for saleable refuse) makes for squeamish reading, while the long-standing xenophobia of London is deeply disquieting, stretching back as it does to the massacre of the Jews in 1189. Indeed, violence of all sorts seems imprinted in London’s DNA. The Brixton riots of 1981 were just one part of a chain of Mob outbursts against the Establishment, beginning with the Tallage riots of 1194. The Krays, meanwhile, would have recognized the professional violence of the Edwardian gangster Arthur Harding, who in turn would have appreciated the menacing technique of the highwaymen who robbed the Duke of Ormond in 1674. Similarly, there should be no astonishment in the twenty-first century over antisocial teenagers, because they have been in London’s makeup for centuries: in 1326 the Calendar of the Coroners’ Rolls recorded the death of Roger Styward, an eel-seller, who was kicked to death by Simon de Peckham, an apprentice; in 1712 Lady Stafford was one of many terrorized by the street gang known as the ‘Mohocks’. Violence in London is not accident or happenstance. It is nature, and the most pertinent reminder that the city is a living entity with definite character traits.

The life of London is vast. It is made vaster still by its role as the governmental capital of the British nation. No one book can encompass every event in the life of London the city, let alone London the city and London the national capital. I should make clear that this is the story of London the city, and national events that occurred in London are only included when they have a particular London resonance. Obviously, it would be madness to treat national happenings as part of London’s story just because they happened to take place there.

Even with this codicil, events and people teem and fight for space on the following pages: King Olaf pulling down London Bridge, John Evelyn at the Great Fire, the Blitz, the Sex Pistols at St Martin’s College, the execution of Charles I, the cholera epidemic of 1832, Jack the Ripper, Engels walking around the slums of St Giles, the Gordon Riots, the Great Exhibition, the Iranian Embassy siege, smogs, the battle of Cable Street, Wren rebuilding St Pauls, George Orwell in a doss-house . . .

A man who is tired of London is tired of life. Johnson might have added: So is the man or woman who is tired of reading the life of London. After all, what could beat it for drama and variety?

This book is an inside account by those who truly have the knowledge, who are the black cab drivers of the city’s past: Londoners themselves, together with some of their guests.

It is London’s autobiography.
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Boudicca Sacks Londinium, AD 60

Tacitus

The uprising against Roman rule led by Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, introduced London into history. A supply camp beside a ford on the Thames, Londinium had been granted a name by the Romans but little else. There was no fortification, no bath, no grand civic buildings. No Roman thought the place worthy of record – until Boudicca decided to march on the Thameside settlement with her 100,000 followers, following the sack of Camulodunum.

The Tacitus, though not a direct eye-witness to Boudicca’s revolt, was the most informed of Roman historians on Britain: his father-in-law, Agricola, was tribune in the isles at the time of the rising. Tacitus begins with the march of the Roman governor, Suetonius, to reach London before the Iceni:

 

 

SUETONIUS, UNDISMAYED, MARCHED through disaffected territory to Londinium. This town did not rank as a Roman settlement, but was an important centre for business-men and merchandise. At first, he hesitated whether to stand and fight there. Eventually, his numerical inferiority – and the price only too clearly paid by the divisional commander’s rashness – decided him to sacrifice the single city of Londinium to save the province as a whole. Unmoved by lamentations and appeals, Suetonius gave the signal for departure. The inhabitants were allowed to accompany him. But those who stayed because they were women, or old, or attached to the place, were slaughtered by the enemy. Verulamium suffered the same fate.

The natives enjoyed plundering and thought of nothing else. Bypassing forts and garrisons, they made for where loot was richest and protection weakest. Roman and provincial deaths at the places mentioned are estimated at 70,000. For the British did not take or sell prisoners, or practise other wartime exchanges. They could not wait to cut throats, hang, burn, and crucify – as though avenging, in advance, the retribution that was on its way.

 

Boudicca’s slaughterous attack on London is testified to by the archaeologist’s trowel, which has uncovered significant evidence of burning along King Street, Milk Street in the old city and across the river in Southwark. It is touching that the first Londoners were so attached to their city that they would not leave before Boudicca’s arsonists arrived. Londoners refused to leave London in 1940 too, the last time the city burned.

After his tactical withdrawal from London, Suetonius turned and bested Boudicca in battle. If folklore is to be believed, the site of Boudicca’s last stand was near present-day King’s Cross, with the queen herself allegedly buried under Platform 10. More probably, the battleground was further out, in Hertfordshire.

From the ashes rose a more substantial Roman London. A basilica was built on the site that would later become Leadenhall Market, together with a fort at Cripplegate and an amphitheatre at Guildhall. Streets were wide and paved and laid out in grid fashion. By AD 90 the first permanent London Bridge was built, a wooden construction to the east of the present bridge, ending on the north bank at Fish Street Hill. A century later the Romans built a city wall around Londinium, two miles long and 18 feet high.
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The Romans in London: Graffiti

Various

Within the walled area, which extended to 326 acres, the population reached as high as 90,000, making Londinium by far the largest settlement in Britain. Londinium was never Rome-on-the-Thames but, as befitted its status as the colony’s administrative centre, it achieved a fair facsimile of Latin civilization. The spread of literacy allowed the city’s inhabitants, Romans and Romano-British alike, to inscribe their advertisements and thoughts:

 

 

AUSTALIS HAS BEEN GOING OFF ON HIS OWN EVERY DAY THIS FORTNIGHT.

(scratched on a tile)

ENOUGH!

(scratched on a tile)

LONDON; NEXT DOOR TO THE TEMPLE OF ISIS

(scratched on a jug)

TO THE SPIRITS OF THE DEPARTED: FLAVIUS AGRICOLA, SOLDIER OF THE SIXTH LEGION, LIVED 42 YEARS, 10 DAYS; ALBIA FAUSTINA HAD THIS MADE FOR HER PEERLESS HUSBAND

(tombstone, found in the Minories in 1787)

AULUS AUFIDIUS OLUSSA OF THE POMPTINE VOTING TRIBE, AGED 70, BORN AT ATHENS, LIES HERE. IN ACCORDANCE WITH HIS WILL HIS HEIR SET THIS UP

(tombstone, found on Tower Hill in 1852)

GAIUS VALERIUS AMANDUS’ DROPS FOR DIM SIGHT

(stamp for proprietary eye tonics)

FOR SHAME!

(scratched underneath an illegible scrawl on a wall)

 

In the fourth century, London was renamed Augusta. The Romans’ bright new nomenclature for their Thameside city did not disguise its depressing fall in fortune. The Roman Empire was in decline; Londinium/Augusta simply waned with it. In 410 the empire withdrew its last two legions in Britain in a desperate attempt to prevent the barbarians from entering the eternal city itself.

In Britain, the barbarians were already through the gates and making themselves at home. In one of English history’s biggest blunders the Romano-British invited the Saxons to the isles as mercenaries against the Picts; the Saxons came across the North Sea in their ‘wave horses’, liked what they saw, and decided to conquer. In 457 London received the British survivors of a battle fought in Kent (possibly at Crayford) against the Saxon chieftain Hengist. Although the Romano-British under King Arthur trounced the Saxons at Mount Badon in c. 516, Saxon control spread like a stain from the south-east coast into the Thames Valley. By 550 London was engulfed in the Saxon advance.

London disappeared into the Dark Ages. The Saxons were congenitally averse to urban living; more, they considered the stone buildings of the Romano-British cities to be the work of Giants – and so best avoided. London fell into ruin. An Anglo-Saxon poet, wandering around the remains of an unknown abandoned British city, versed his impressions of such a place:

 

WELL WROUGHT THIS wall: Wierds [fates] broke it.

The stronghold burst . . .

Snapped rooftrees, towers fallen,

the work of the Giants, the stonesmiths,

mouldereth.

Rime scoureth gatetowers

rime on mortar.

Shattered the showershields, roofs ruined,

age under-ate them.

And the wielders and wrights?

Earthgrip holds them – gone, long gone,

fast in gravesgrasp while fifty fathers

and sons have passed.

Wall stood,

grey lichen, red stone, kings fell often,

stood under storms, high arch crashed –

stands yet the wall stone, hacked by weapons,

by files grim-ground . . .

 . . . shown the old skilled work

 . . . sank to loam-crust . . .

 

 

The first Saxons did not entirely ignore the London of the Giants; large areas within the walls were given over to pasture land and some public buildings were seemingly put to use – even if it was not the use they were intended for. (The amphitheatre under the present-day Guildhall is a contender for the site of the Saxon folkmoot – a meeting place for the people). But generally the Saxons had little use and less liking for the stones of London, and so built outside the wall another London, of wood and mud and thatch, 200 acres of it stretching along the Thames to the west: Lundenwic. ‘Wic’ was the Anglo-Saxon for market; Old Saxon ‘market-boy’ London lives on in the name of ‘Aldwych’.

By the seventh century London, courtesy of its thriving wic, had regained some of its old prestige. Enough prestige, indeed, for the fledgling Christian mission to England to grant the city its own bishop. But London proved stony ground for Mellitus, the Roman monk charged with saving its soul.
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Londoners Reject Christianity, 616

The Venerable Bede

The Venerable Bede, a monk at Jarrow, was the author of the Historica Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People), completed in 731:

 

 

IN THE YEAR of our Lord 604, Augustine, Archbishop of Britain, ordained . . . [bishop] Mellitus to preach to the province of the East Saxons, who are divided from Kent by the river Thames, and border on the Eastern sea. Their metropolis is the city of London, which is situated on the bank of the aforesaid river, and is the mart of many nations resorting to it by sea and land. At that time, Sabert, nephew to Ethelbert through his sister Ricula, reigned over the nation, though he was under subjection to Ethelbert, who, as has been said above, had command over all the nations of the English as far as the river Humber. But when this province also received the word of truth, by the preaching of Mellitus, King Ethelbert built the church of St. Paul the Apostle, in the city of London, where he and his successors should have their episcopal see . . .

IN THE YEAR of our Lord 616 . . . the death of Sabert, king of the East Saxons . . . left three sons, still pagans, to inherit his temporal crown. They immediately began openly to give themselves up to idolatry, which, during their father’s lifetime, they had seemed somewhat to abandon, and they granted free licence to their subjects to serve idols. And when they saw the bishop [Mellitus], whilst celebrating Mass in the church, give the Eucharist to the people, filled, as they were, with folly and ignorance, they said to him, as is commonly reported, ‘Why do you not give us also that white bread, which you used to give to our father Saba (for so they were wont to call him), and which you still continue to give to the people in the church?’ To whom he answered, ‘If you will be washed in that font of salvation, in which your father was washed, you may also partake of the holy Bread of which he partook; but if you despise the lover of life, you can in no wise receive the Bread of life.’ They replied, ‘We will not enter into that font, because we know that we do not stand in need of it, and yet we will be refreshed by that bread.’ And being often earnestly admonished by him, that this could by no means be done, nor would any one be admitted to partake of the sacred Oblation without the holy cleansing, at last, they said, filled with rage, ‘If you will not comply with us in so small a matter as that which we require, you shall not stay in our province.’ And they drove him out and bade him and his company depart from their kingdom.

Mellitus was forced to flee to Gaul; at the insistence of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Laurentius, Mellitus returned to London. Bede recorded:

 

. . . BUT THE people of London would not receive Bishop Mellitus, choosing rather to be under their idolatrous high priests; for King Eadbald [the Saxon overlord of southern and mid England] had not so much authority in the kingdom as his father, and was not able to restore the bishop to his church against the will and consent of the pagans.

 

Such independence of mind would become a distinguishing characteristic of Londoners. Not until 675 did London irretrievably enter the Christian fold. The Church, meanwhile, despairing of the paganism of the Londoner, established the seat of the Primate of England not in Londinium, as intended, but in Canterbury. And there it has remained.
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