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INTRODUCTION: THE GLOBAL CITY

London must have a fair claim to being the greatest city on Earth. In summer 2016, it displaced New York City as the place where the global rich and famous most wanted to live – or at least to place their money – and where large numbers of the world’s brightest and most ambitious people longed to settle and make their names.

According to one index, it is one of two alpha ++ global cities – a ranking it earns from the pivotal role it plays in so many aspects of the world economy, from cultural exchange to business activity, from its ability to attract the best brains to the capacity of its businesses and institutions to innovate across so many fields.

But these statistics don’t get near to explaining why London is also the most visited city in the Western world and, at the time of writing, the second most visited on the planet after Bangkok. Being so hard to pin down is perhaps the very quality that draws people to London in the first place, as the city seems so much greater than our ability to comprehend it, not only in size but in scope.

There are certain natural advantages which, even in prehistoric times, made the current site of London the most obvious place for a principal settlement on the island of Britain (as we now know it), and later the most natural place in the country for a capital: its location on the banks of a broad and navigable river that flowed swiftly to the sea and back as, twice a day, the tide went out and came in again. In 2010, a survey of the foreshore at Vauxhall found evidence of a bridge some 6,000 years old, in the form of six timber piles sticking out of the mud, close to the site of a later wooden structure, a mere 3,500 years old, that now partly resides in the Museum of London. It was and has remained ever since a perfect place for trade, even if in that regard the river has lost its pre-eminent role in the past half-century. Britain remains what it has always been – a great trading nation – and it has always taken its lead from London.
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