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Praise for A. N. Wilson


‘This tantalisingly excellent little book’


Islington Tribune


‘In his analysis of contemporary London, he elegantly skips from property prices to shopping to racist interpretations of statistics of crime committed by black men … This is a history of London even for people who don’t readily venture into history or London’


Glasgow Herald


‘A. N. Wilson has made much of the familiar history of our capital city seem new. Very much a Londoner’s book, each chapter is full of anecdote and opinion — something that readers of Wilson’s Evening Standard column will know he doesn’t lack’


Robert Gwyn Palmer, The Resident


‘A. N. Wilson’s contribution is genuinely a short history, with the main text falling just shy of 150 pages, showing his customary lucidity and zest’


Times Literary Supplement


‘If you can’t face Ackroyd’s epic biography of the capital, then this shorter version will be ideal. It’s manageable, fascinating and impressively wide-ranging for its size, and doesn’t skimp on anecdote’


Living History


‘His short history of the city … offers a fresh and persuasive perspective … With the same verve that we have come to expect from his newspaper columns, Wilson shows us how London has “entered a phase which is completely new” … Wilson’s history … captures some of the city’s energy, which crackles across its pages’


Alastair Sooke, Catholic Herald


‘Engaging … As each era superimposes itself on the ones before, he conjures up the vanished human history, hidden like the rivers flowing beneath, that is so much part of London’s atmosphere’


Irish Times
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Prelude: A London History


One of the best ways to see London, at once and as a whole, is to climb Hampstead Heath and look down from Parliament Hill. On a clear day, from this northern vantage point, the eye can stretch across the teeming, chaotic expanse, taking in familiar landmarks, such as the winking giant tower of Canary Wharf to the east, or the dome of St Paul’s directly ahead, or, to the west, the Palace of Westminster and the Abbey. From this height we see the northern conurbations of Kentish Town and Camden Town immediately beneath us, we see Regent’s Park dotted with trees, and Hyde Park and, far beyond, south of the river, we can look to the suburban sprawl of south London, its terraced houses, its villas, its tower blocks, its churches and cinemas.


What we are looking at is not a city which has been built according to one uniform plan. Here is no grid of numbered streets as in New York, no architectural homogeneity as in St Petersburgh, no rigidly pure urban plan as in post-Napoleonic, post-Haussmann Paris. We see, rather, a group of boroughs, former villages, bursting with life and vigour, but existing in barely controlled social and architectural chaos. From where we stand, with the natural beauties of the Heath behind us, we see little of beauty. This is not one of the great city views of the world such as we might take in from the Pincio or Fiesole when gazing upon Rome or Florence. Little that we look upon would seem to have been planned. The two great centres of old London, the City of London itself, the square mile, in the east, and the city of Westminster to the west are distinct, even today. The villages, swollen to boroughs, which surround and join them by a multitude of overcrowded, trafficky streets, each has its own identity and history.


The history of London is therefore by its very nature a collective history, a kaleidoscope of many stories rather than a book with one author or one theme. Moreover, because of the size and fluidity of its population, because of its constant change and growth, much of London’s story is hidden from us. Workmen gouging out the earth for a new building can suddenly unearth for us evidence of a lost London, the outlines of an old theatre where Shakespeare acted, the conduit of a medieval waterway, or paving of Roman times. Sentiment will always be stirred by such discoveries and, in some cases, the few fragments of a forgotten past will be preserved or reclaimed by archaeology. One suspects that there have been many more cases in the history of London’s construction industry when, to avoid delays on the new building, the pick, or the electric drill have merely obliterated the vestiges of the old, in order to make way for the new.


Most London history, like the lives of most Londoners, has passed into oblivion and what we choose to recover of it, especially in so short a study as this, will be arbitrary. Even as we stand here on Parliament Hill, looking down on the London of the twenty-first century, we become aware of how much is concealed, how much has gone for ever. We can see the physical properties of London geography, for example. From this height we can see that the cluster of conurbations which we call London grows up on and around a group of low hills: but although we catch a glimpse of silver sunlight on the great Thames, which snakes between the grey buildings, we see nothing of the rivers and streams which once flowed down from its hills: the Wandle and the Effra, still visible in south London; the Walbrook running through Shoreditch, through the City and down to the Thames; the Tyburn, rising in Belsize Park and flowing – no more – down Haverstock Hill, through Regent’s Park and on, beneath Buckingham Palace. These streams, like the stories of millions of dead Londoners, are now lost to us, hidden from view, dried up – or, like the Fleet river, gone underground.


The Fleet, another tributary of the Thames, had its origin in the Hampstead ponds of Caen Wood, or Kenwood, just behind where we stand on Parliament Hill, looking down on present-day London. Were we to follow the course of the Fleet, almost every phase of London history would unfold before us.


The western head of the Fleet rose in the Vale of Health (said to derive its name from being unaffected by the Great Plague of 1665), the eastern in the park of what is now Kenwood House. These parts of London, grassy and wooded, remind us of how, until Victorian times, there was an edge, an ending to London’s urban sprawl, which was truly rural. When Mr Pickwick and his friends speculated on the source of the Hampstead Ponds they were talking not about a rich suburb but a country village.


Even as late as the 1840s the Fleet, in passing Kentish Town and Gospel Oak, was a stream in open country. The Gospel Oak was so named because preachers once spoke beneath its boughs. Tradition has it that Saint Augustine himself, bringing the Faith from Rome in the very late sixth century, was the first such evangelist. We do not know if that is true, nor whether he laid the altar stone of what is one of the oldest churches in England, old St Pancras. (Some say this church, on the banks of the Fleet river, dates from as early as 313 or 314.) The Fleet, like the story of London itself, is by now subterranean – it crosses under the Regent’s Canal and at points is buried as deep as twenty-five feet. By the time it flowed south of St Pancras Church it had surfaced again. The district known as Battlebridge derived its name from a single-tracked brick structure crossing the Fleet.


Which battle the name commemorates no one knows. The tradition that it marks the spot of Boadicea’s last stand against the Romans is fanciful, as is the conjecture believed by some Londoners that that redoubtable warrior lies deep beneath the ground of what is now platform seven on King’s Cross Station. In 1830 when George IV died, the inhabitants of Battle Bridge erected an octagonal building decorated with pilasters to commemorate that not always popular king. It was completed by about 1836. Some called it, by virtue of the weathervane cross on its roof, Boadicea’s Cross, others St George’s Cross and others still, perhaps unaccountably attributing sanctity to the late-departed Hanoverian, King’s Cross. A stucco statue said to bear resemblance to this monarch was seen above its doorway. No obvious purpose for the octagon was found. It was used as a police station, then as a pub, then as a camera obscura. With the coming of the railways the building was found to be in the way and it was demolished in 1845. ‘King’s Cross’ had been in existence for less than ten years, but it has ever since given its name to one of London’s seediest parts.


The Fleet crossed what is now King’s Cross Road and flowed down towards the Farringdon Road. In this part of its journey it was called the Hol-bourne or Healing Stream. It was also known as the River of Wells. In its journey from Hampstead to King’s Cross the Fleet has reminded us that London is a collection of villages and towns, which until the Railway Age was adjacent to, and indeed part of, open country, farmland. It has reminded us of London’s Roman origin and its very ancient Christian past. It has symbolized, by vanishing, the extent to which the railway age, with its concomitant industrialization and overpopulation, changed London for ever, destroying and hiding much of its distinctive and lingering past. But as we follow the River of Wells towards the Thames, we meet other aspects of London history. At Lamb’s Conduit, which linked the Holborn (Fleet) to a little stream, we are reminded of the wealth of the guilds in the Tudor Age – for it was William Lamb of the Guild of Cloth-workers (Gentleman of the Chapel to Henry VIII) who built this little waterway, once thick with watercress, to irrigate the neighbourhood. At nearby Clerkenwell we remember an earlier London which the Tudor merchants opposed and changed – for by this fons Clericorum (well of clerics) medieval miracle plays were performed, and the Benedictine nuns, and the Prior and Brethren of the Order of St John of Jerusalem, esteemed and used the cleansing properties of the wells.


In later times, the polluted Fleet river was a byword for filth and corruption, a potent symbol for the moral stench of the capital city. Ben Jonson, in the days when the Fleet was still navigable, wondered in 1616,






… How dare
Your daintie nostrils (in so hot a season
When every clerke eates artichokes and peason,
Laxative lettus, and such windie meate)
Tempt such a passage?








Pope in the Dunciad could see the changes which had come upon the River of Wells since St Bridget’s or St Brideswell had cleansed and nourished the medieval Dominican Priory or Blackfriars. By 1728 Pope wrote,






Fleet-ditch with disemboguing streams
Rolls the large tribute of dead dogs to Thames,
The King of Dykes! than whom, no sluice of mud
With deeper sable blots the silver flood.
‘Here strip, my children! Here at once leap in,
Here prove who best can dash thro’ thick and thin.’








The scatological humour, the ugly baptism of the Dunces in excrement, was a prophetic harbinger of the ‘gutter press’ which would establish itself in Fleet Street two and three hundred years after Pope’s comedy of the engrimed hack writers.


There exists a pencil sketch of 1837 in the Guildhall Library by Anthony Crosby, based on the recollections of two very old men in the Charterhouse, of the Fleet Bridge at Fleet Street, with boatmen punting in the fetid, viscous waters, and the old Fleet Market still visible. In the eighteenth century the Fleet river was still used to transport ‘great quantities of corn’ to the Market. Yet the demands of street traffic, coach parks, storage space, rubbish dumps, inevitably led to the filling in of wharves and building of low bridges, and whole streets, over the Fleet. The Fleet Market went in 1829. So too, in the 1840s, did the old Fleet Prison in whose walls, as in the waters of the Fleet itself, the very history of London could be read.


Prison, until a late stage in British history, was only used as a punishment in a minority of criminal cases. The chief function of prisons was to hold accused persons, or political dissidents, in custody until they could be punished, corporally or capitally. This prison, which dates from the time of William the Conqueror, was used in medieval times for what we should call remand prisoners awaiting trial. (It was the chief of four prisons along the Fleet, the others being Ludgate Prison, Cold Bath Fields Prison and Bridewell Prison.) The medieval prisoners seem, from the records in the Rolls, to have been for the most part minor offenders, for debt, disputes about land and breaches of marital promise. No felons were incarcerated here before the Renaissance period, nor was any prisoner clapped in irons. The most famous medieval prisoner is fictitious – Sir John Falstaff. ‘Go, carry Sir John Falstaffe to the Fleet,’ commands the Lord Chief Justice at the end of Henry IV, Part Two.


In the reign of Queen Mary, in September 1553, we find imprisoned there Miles Coverdale, the man whose translations of the Psalms are still sung daily in the cathedrals and colleges of England. ‘This day appeared before the Lordes, John Hooper, Bishop of Gloucester, and Miles Coverdale, Bishop of Exon.’ While Catholic Mary persecuted Protestant heroes, her sister, Elizabeth, in the next reign here incarcerated Catholics. We read in 1582 that the Recorder of London prosecuted one Osborn, a priest and Franciscan friar, for saying Mass in the Fleet where many of his fellow Catholics were imprisoned. It was in the reign of Elizabeth that torture was first used in England. If in the 1580s those maltreated were Catholics, by 1620–1 we read of the Warden of the Fleete, Alexander Harris, persecuting Puritans. Prisoners were now caged and locked in irons.


The old Fleet Prison was destroyed in the Great Fire of 1666. The rebuilt prison witnessed the great century, the eighteenth, of crime and punishment in England. By modern standards there was an extraordinary blend of liberty and brutality in an eighteenth-century prison, reflected in the gallows humour of novels and poems. Upon arrival, a prisoner would be forced to pay his keep, and if money was not forthcoming he would be stripped of his coat – this was called putting down your Garnish. The place was filthy and if you fell foul of the warden you could find yourself in irons, tortured, whipped or confined in dung heaps. Beside and against this disagreeable state of affairs was the fact that there was a chapel, a billiard room; in the yard you could play skittles, mississippi (a game like bagatelle), fives or tennis. On Monday night there was a wine club and on Thursday night a beer club. In 1774, when there were 213 prisoners, the overcrowding in the place was caused by the fact that prisoners were joined by their wives and children.


Dickens in Barnaby Rudge vividly recalls for us the dramatic moment when the No Popery riots of 1780, orchestrated by Lord George Gordon, turned their attentions to the Newgate and Fleet Prisons. The Fleet Prison was burnt to the ground, but rebuilt in 1781–2, and in Victorian times it was one of the many debtors’ prisons. It was a humiliation to be put in one of these places (witness Dickens’s shame at his father’s time in the Marshalsea Prison, richly tapped in Little Dorrit), but in some ways it must have been restful to abandon the capitalist treadmill and become a debtor in the Fleet in the early decades of the nineteenth century. There was a begging grate at the bottom of Ludgate Hill where a prisoner stood collecting money from passers-by. It was adorned with the legend ‘Pray Remember poor Debtors. No Allowance.’


If in the Middle Ages, the crimes which brought men to the Fleet were comparatively minor misunderstandings over contracts; and if, in the Tudor Age, men and women here fell victim to the religious bigotry of the times and were persecuted for being Catholic, or Protestant, in the great age of commerce the Fleet Prison locked you up for debt. In an age guided by Adam Smith, the worst heresy you could commit was not against God but against Mammon.


So the Fleet Prison was done away; and the life of the Fleet river in Victorian times reflected the preoccupations of a resourceful age – the Victorian desire to improve, expand, reform, cleanse. It was the fate of the Fleet river to be incorporated into those most ingenious feats of Victorian engineering: the London sewers. Once Dr John Snow had established beyond question, in 1854, that the plague of cholera was water-borne, the case for urgent action was established. They took their time. The Metropolitan Board of Works was established in 1855 with Joseph Bazalgette as chief engineer, who devised a system of intercepting sewers which covered the entire capital.


Even so, this system was not built until, after 1858, the ‘Great Stink’ of the Thames was so intolerable that while the Houses of Parliament in Westminster were in session the windows overlooking the river had to be draped with curtains soaked in chloride of lime to allow members to breathe. Bazalgette’s sewerage network was entirely new, but it incorporated and finally concealed the waters of the Fleet, which had been gazed upon by Roman legionaries and by the first Christian missionaries; by crusaders and medieval nuns; by Tudor merchants and the City traders of the eighteenth century.


The Fleet did not go quietly. In 1846, when it was still an open sewer carrying its reeking load from north London to the Thames, it burst its drain and overflowed into the cellars on the west side of Farringdon Street. In the lower parts of Clerkenwell household furniture, cattle and three poorhouses were caught in the eddying stench and swept away in a torrent of ordure. When the railways penetrated Clerkenwell, the river took its revenge. The construction of the London Underground railway disturbed the old waters. (The Tyburn is piped across the line at Baker Street, as is the Westbourne at Sloane Square Station.) In 1862 the Fleet undermined the embankment at Clerkenwell and burst into the railway, ‘filling the tunnel with sewage for a great distance’.


Yet many office workers who board or leave their train at Farringdon Station today will be unaware of the Fleet’s existence, or of its continued life, still making damp the basements of the buildings along the Farringdon Road.


London history, like its lost rivers, is a hidden stream beneath the surface of its present streets, railways, offices, shops, flats and houses. It is the way of histories of London to emphasize the continuity between past and present. The sensation of London’s spirits continuing to haunt the very stones of the place underlies much of Peter Ackroyd’s brilliant evocations of the London past in such novels as Hawksmoor and Dr Dee.


Yet though it would be a very insensitive person who was not aware, in journeying about the capital, of London’s rich antiquity, it is possible, surely, to believe that we have, in quite recent times, entered a phase which is completely new. The history is there, hidden like the lost rivers, but in all effective senses it has been obliterated by what London in the last half-century has done to itself.


Until fifty years ago London’s wealth derived from two principal sources – manufacturing industry and the great financial institutions of the City, the City of London proper, the Stock Exchange, the private banks and insurance companies and City traders. The truly stupendous wealth generated by manufacturing industry in London has, today, all but died out, with no hope of revival. The City, capital C, has, during the same period, changed totally. After ‘Big Bang’ in 1986 and the deregulation of the Stock Exchange, the geographical location of the trading floors and brokers’ offices remained a matter of convenience, not necessity. The advent of the computer made it largely unnecessary to have a physical Stock Exchange at all. As for the great banks and insurance companies that were once all or nearly all owned by British families, they have been sold to or absorbed by giant companies from Germany and America. The City of London, once a bastion of British fiscal and economic independence, is now effectively owned by foreign money. For all the pageantry of the City, the Annual Procession of the Lord Mayor in his golden coach, the arcane ceremonies at Guildhall and the City companies, the City survives entirely because its survival happens to suit its non-British controllers.


The chief ‘industry’ of the rest of London is tourism. Millions, with cameras draped round their neck, troop through the Tower, St Paul’s Cathedral and Westminster Abbey each year, spending billions of pounds in all the hotels and restaurants that have sprung up to accommodate their requirements. It is a matter of judgement whether these tourists come to see London’s past, or visit London for other reasons. In any event, now that London has become a tourist centre, this very fact has destroyed much of its historic character. The Tower, for example, is no longer really a fortress. Its function is that of a tourist attraction. The tourists make its real history and function seem as ersatz as Disney World.


While these huge changes in the economic climate and composition of London were being effected, two other great changes were also happening. The first, begun by Hitler’s Luftwaffe and gleefully continued by two generations of modernist architects, was the destruction and rebuilding of old London. For the most part the new buildings which have sprung up, when compared with the magnificence of Manhattan or Chicago, are staggeringly undistinguished. There is hardly a corner of the British capital where such nondescript but at the same time intrusive building has not gone on. The Square Mile of the City has all but been obliterated by it. Look down upon London, as we did at the beginning of this chapter, from Hampstead Heath and a great splurge of needlessly dreary buildings spreads itself at your feet: hospitals, schools, roads, blocks of flats everywhere from the Isle of Dogs to Chiswick, from Hampstead to Sydenham – badly executed, badly designed and ugly, ugly, ugly.


Those who inhabit this place are, some of them, holders of British passports, but increasingly not. In the last ten years London has witnessed the phenomenon of ‘asylum seekers’ on a scale unrivalled by any other city in the world. Hundreds of thousands of Londoners are now visitors who have arrived without sanction in the city from Eastern Europe and elsewhere. Their arrival has been coincident with a colossal increase in crime, and a near crippling of such resources as council-owned housing, hospitals and schools. There has also been, in the last half-century, a huge legal immigration to London by British passport holders from the West Indies, from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Africa and the Far East.


Philosophers like to debate whether the axe, which has had three new handles and seven new heads, is the same axe. Some who survey the history of London will decide that, mysteriously, the spirit of London – William Blake’s or Peter Ackroyd’s London as it were – goes on, whatever huge changes we have described, in the economy, the architectural structure and the demography. Others might think that the London of old has actually died – at best, gone underground – to be replaced by a confused, overcrowded multinational conurbation which shares the same name but has nothing whatever in common with the London of Nicholas Hawksmoor, Charles Dickens, or Marie Lloyd.
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New Troy or Roman London?


One of those favourites of King Richard II impeached by the Merciless Parliament of 1388 was a former Lord Mayor of London, Sir Nicholas Brembre (or Bramber). The King’s uncle, Gloucester, was determined to prove that Brembre, an old enemy, had done something worthy of death, accusing him of tyrannous conduct during his mayoralty and threatening behaviour during elections. He had, Gloucester alleged, filled the Guildhall with armed men to prevent his opponents on the Corporation coming to vote with the warlike cry of ‘Tuwez, tuwez!’ None of these charges could be made to stick. Brembre had made enemies while Lord Mayor, such as the aldermen he turned out of the Common Council, but he had also made friends among those he appointed to offices (such as his comptroller in the Port of London, Geoffrey Chaucer) and the King, who, under Brembre’s mayoralty, had been lent a much needed four thousand marks.1


Brembre, a grocer who had been hugely enriched by his friendship with the King, acquiring estates in Mereworth, Maplescomb and West Peckham in Kent, was proud of his knighthood and elected to be tried, at his impeachment, by battle. The lords refused, but when they all crammed into Westminster Hall for his trial, on 17 February 1388, they insisted on giving him a fair hearing. The King himself made a speech in his favour, which infuriated the appellants. (Eleven years later, in this very hall, Richard II would depose himself with a moving speech – Shakespeare immortalizes the moment.) On this occasion his intervention did his favourite no good. Brembre was sent back to imprisonment in the Tower of London whence the marshal should take him from the said City of London – ‘lui treyner parmye la dite cité de Loundres, et avant tan q’as ditz Fourches [Tyburn], et illeoqs lui prendre par le cool’ (lawyers, the King and his courtiers all conducted their business, in the late fourteenth century, in French).2


Brembre was only one of many Londoners before and since who made his last journey down the course of what is now Oxford Street to Tyburn to be hanged by the neck. Today, as we go on the top of a bus from Selfridges to Marble Arch, we might sometimes reflect on those who trundled in the same direction in a cart, to the jeering or cheering of crowds, to meet this grisly fate. Brembre, like almost all of them, is a forgotten figure today.


One detail from his trial arrests our attention. As Gloucester’s witnesses brought more and more outlandish complaints against the knightly grocer, one of them claimed that he had referred to London as ‘the New Troy’. It remains obscure at this date why this had seemed so damaging. Perhaps the witness remembered that the old Troy had gone up in flames and the appellation seemed seditious.


Certainly Brembre did not invent the idea of London as the New Troy. Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his History of the Kings of Britain, tells how one Brutus, a Trojan warrior, is told by the goddess Diana, ‘beyond the setting of the sun, past the realms of Gaul, there lies an island in the sea, once occupied by giants. Now it is empty and ready for your folk. Down the years this will prove an abode suited to you and to your people; and for your descendants it will be a second Troy. A race of kings will be born there from your stock and the round circle of the whole earth will be subject to them.’3 Geoffrey of Monmouth (d. 1155) was a Celt and he gloried in the idea that London owed its origin to a legendary hero named Brutus or Brut, the eponymous founder of Brut – or Britain.


Modern chroniclers, guided by the archaeologists and by the Roman historian Cassius Dio, have attributed the origins of London to the Romans. Julius Caesar passed through, during his invasion of 54 BC, and might well have seen Gauls in mud and wattle huts settling on the banks of the Thames, but it is the invasion of AD 43 that signalled the arrival of Romans as a permanency. London was occupied, or founded, by Aulus Plautius, the first governor of Britain, who seems to have enabled his emperor, Claudius, to cross the river at a site undetermined. (The first Roman bridge over the river was in the Southwark/City areas but most scholars seem to believe that Claudius crossed further upstream near Westminster.)


There remain abundant traces of Roman London. The City Wall, built of Kentish ragstone, may still be seen at Tower Hill, in St Alphage’s churchyard and at London Wall. Nothing survives of the large basilica and forum, built over a site of eight acres and the largest north of the Alps. But in 1954, on the now dry banks of the Walbrook, one of London’s lost rivers, was found the remains of a Temple of Mithras, with many artefacts – heads of Mithras the bull slayer, Serapis and Minerva, a group of Bacchus and his companions, a silver canister, an incense strainer, a relief of Mithras killing the bull. At the north end of Lower Thames Street a Roman bath was discovered, and there are mosaic pavements under a number of City buildings, including 11 Ironmonger Lane and the Bank of England.


The formidable British warrior queen Boudicca, or Boadicea, could massacre legionaries and make her furious last stand in a battle in London in AD 60 but she was warring against the inevitable. In Roman times, Britain was wholly a ‘part of Europe’, as the modern phrase has it. A tombstone in Guildhall Museum shows a relief of a gentleman wearing a toga. Tacitus tells us these marks of Roman-ness were worn everywhere in Romano-British cities. Life was clearly civilized, to judge from the beautiful Roman samian vase, late second century, discovered in Southwark, or the Roman beaker decorated with a leaping stag unearthed in Jewry Street.


In its glory days, Roman London probably numbered 25,000 inhabitants and was perhaps the fifth largest city of the northern provinces. London was a city which was essentially the product of Roman needs and skills. They needed to bring their ships as far up the estuary as possible, and to unload men and goods at a point where they could be dispersed to the rest of the country. For two miles along the northern foreshore, from what is now the Tower of London to Waterloo Bridge, was a firm gravel terrace ideal for their purpose. But the point of London was lost on more primitive peoples who could not build fortifications or roads to match those of the Romans. The saucer-shaped London basin, stretching from the Chilterns to the North Downs, was, for the primitive tribesmen of Britain, not merely vulnerable to attack but thickly wooded and clayey (hence difficult to cultivate).


When the last legions vanished in 410, London began to crumble. When in 601 Saint Augustine arrived with a different form of Roman conquest to baptise the Germanic settlers, he would have found the Roman city in ruins. The Saxons never made bricks and their houses, and most of their churches, would have been of wattle and daub. Though some revival took place during the times of Alfred the Great, and the Danish king Cnut, it was not really until the Norman Conquest that London could be said to have resumed a history worthy of the name.
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