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For my father, who loved books and loved London.
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Introduction


Not long ago, on a balmy summer’s evening, I sat behind an adorable little girl on a coach to Heathrow. She was glued to, and worryingly enraged by, her smartphone. Her aunt took it away and suggested she might want to look out of the window, as they “weren’t in London often” and “you never know what you might see”. The girl could not even finish her complaint before her eyes widened as she caught a glimpse of the extraordinary Natural History Museum. Soon, question after wonder-filled question spilled out of her as she steamed up the window with her nose pressed against the glass. “I love London,” she exclaimed. “I ’specially like the lights.”


When I was that little girl’s age – six or so – I vividly remember being enthralled by the size of Battersea Power Station as we drove over the Thames at night. As there was nothing to compare it with, I could never gauge the size of it, which always excited and scared me in equal measure. Around the same time my father used to take my brother and me to the greasy spoon down the road from my mother’s gallery near Russell Square. Hearing ol’ Tony, the café’s larger than life Italian proprietor, talk and gesticulate about the Old Country, sitting among couriers, suits and labourers alike and hearing their diverse patter, gave me a buzz for London that has never left me. That was, until my father died, a few years ago. After that, the music of the London streets seemed to die for me, too. So I moved away, to Barcelona. A wonderful city, a magical time. But after a while I realised it wasn’t London. London’s wit and wonder were things I couldn’t stay parted from. On my return I decided to celebrate this pillar of tolerance, this festival of culture, this melting pot of humanity.


Discussing with Stephen Fry about how, when the graves of the original settlers of Londonium were excavated, the bones were found to belong to people from many different places. He tapped his chin, looked at me and said “and thus was ever so”.


Benjamin Disraeli once remarked that “London is a roost for every bird.” With over 300 languages spoken by tongues from nearly every nation on Earth, as well as being one of the few major cities that has social housing in all of its boroughs, London can be considered a modern-day Babel.
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I have walked the streets from Wimbledon to Wapping, from Harrow to Hackney, from South Ken to Stratford, and it seems to me that Dr Johnson was right when he said, “There is in London all that life can afford.” Because it is hectic and sleepy. It is old and modern. It is green and urban. It is noisy and peaceful. It is traditional and cutting edge. It is brash and sophisticated. It rumbles underground and rises to the sky.


London is an epic story, with glorious locations that make your heart race and your head think. And, like all the best stories, it has wonderful characters. This book is filled with those characters and their favourite aspect of this phenomenal place. From leaders in their fields to those who are the local lifeblood. I wanted people whose beat helped set the rhythm of London. Their brief was simple: to reveal something that captivated them, something they were in love with about London. There is, therefore, a diverse range of vignettes that furnish this book and capture parts of London you may not know but may come to adore.


So this is a love letter to the city, and it is real love, because I know you have your faults and, despite those, London, I love you so.


Conrad Gamble





Big Ade


Actor and hustler
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LONDONER NO 1
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Listen… The phone call that turns everything on its head. You know that phone call, don’t you…? The call that turns your mood – my mood – from A to Z. Upside down. You know that phone call. Right?


I get one of those calls every day. If I don’t get one of those calls, I’m winning.


“Often heard, rarely seen.” You might say this description fits me. I’ve had many nicknames and professional titles over the years: from the “Under Mayor of London Town” to “character actor” spanning Snatch and Casino Royale (007). I just seem to find myself in the middle of things. Right time, wrong place…? Always have done.


I didn’t grow up in Central London. I moved here when I was 18 or so. Previously, I’d visited as a youngster with my Mama. She was the best woman in the world. We used to travel all around town using a Red Bus Rover, sort of an equivalent to today’s Travelcard. She took me to Trafalgar Square and I’d be climbing up those giant lions. I loved them lions. We travelled everywhere using this pass, which may well be how I got my lasting taste for movement, for motion: understand?


If there’s one thing that defines me, and there’s many things, but one thing has been constant throughout my life, from the time I was riding the bus with my Mom all the way up to right now, to last night, even; when I was tooling around town in the comfort of my car, covering a zone reaching from Hackney to Chelsea and points in between. With my friend of the day beside me, part of the time. Just cruising around town before and after midnight: popping in here, dropping in there. It’s movement that drives me. It’s driven my whole life.


Born in North London. At age 18, Central London became my home, and soon enough the entire city became my manor. I don’t mean just one or two neighbourhoods. No way. I mean the whole metro area: from Hackney to Heathrow. Greater London… It’s all my manor; that is, if you want to use words like that: words which most people who use ’em don’t properly understand… You know why I got the keys to the whole city? Because I’m always moving, and respectful to existing cultures in that particular manor, that’s why. No neighbourhood is foreign to me.


I love and embrace it all, the whole city.


As a teenager I loved the various music genres emerging from the UK. I’d come to realise London really was the Mecca for all bands and artists, I loved Siouxsie and the Banshees, the Jam, Pete Wylie and the Clash – it was punk and other movements. From early on, even then, I’d frequently be inside recording studios. Moving with the music. I remember early years, growing up, seeing the words “CLASS WAR” tagged over the walls of my ’hood. In the background, however, there was always music. Always music… The great leveller. Movements and music. They were key for me then and they remain key for me now. I moved forward in time with the music.
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Big Ade


From one movement to the next, one place to another. Keeping moving. That’s what gets Ade going.


I relocated from the East End to the West End in the late ’80s. I moved right into the heart of the city. That year proved to be auspicious timing. The same time I moved to town, something big was happening in our country. It was a game-changer, 1988. The birth of acid house. It was chaos, but it was creative chaos. I was hanging with musical legends on sabbaticals. We loved this city. Acid house was a musical movement and a social movement too. It mobilised the youth.


Nowadays, the young… You see ’em and – they’ve got no movement. Nothing to flock to. So instead, it’s like: “Let’s all of us grow a beard!” I feel sorry for them, honestly.


Soho has always been my central. And it’s still central to my life. I go there for my suits, to this day. To John Pearse on Meard Street – another Soho legend. No, a British legend. Not only is he my tailor but, as I keep on discovering, he’s the tailor of many outstanding Englishmen, from global rock stars to… No. I’m not giving names out, are you kidding?


Looking back across my time in London, I feel some pride. My familiar zone inside the city, if I’m pressed to define it, stretches from Old Street and Clerkenwell to Seven Sisters to Bow. A big zone, admittedly. I love the 24-hour supermarkets you get here and nowhere else. It’s like a mini-Berlin today, the area around Hackney. Although you’ll just as easily find me in Royal China on Baker Street or Bayswater – you’ll find me in the West End, if I’m pursuing film stuff!


London is best at night-time when all are asleep, roads are empty, a ghost town. My favourite area to experience this is the Embankment. It’s simply magical – the illuminated buildings and bridges are quite something, driving around listening to Sam Cooke…


London’s past identity was strong, it was and is a melting pot for all-comers. I look at the youth today: what major movements have they got to belong to?


Oh, I know! The movement of having no money. In a city they are increasingly priced out of, by global rich kinds with plenty of the stuff.






Ameer Ahmed


Digital journalist apprentice at the BBC
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SHOREDITCH
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I was born, raised and still live there today, Shoreditch, the East End of London.


If (for some weird reason) I was asked what Shoreditch tastes like, I would say a pizza. Like the dough it is the perfect base, being located close to the City, shouldering East London boroughs. But, as with a pizza, the toppings make it unique and for me it is the many people that pass through there every day, the architecture and the overall atmosphere that make it what it is.


I am one of those people who enjoy pineapple on a pizza and that topping best describes the people of Shoreditch – bright, exotic and fresh. It’s the people who make the area, from the residents to the business owners to the general public passing through. It would be a very broad statement for me to say everyone in Shoreditch is nice, but the vibe and emotion you get of people bounces up the High Street, putting a smile on faces. Outsiders may describe Shoreditch as a very hipster place and I can see why, but the afternoon of 30 April 2015 sent out a message. A very popular Grime UK artist, Skepta, made a surprise announcement on Twitter that in a couple hours he was going to do a free show in Shoreditch under a tunnel. I went down there thinking, “He’s only given people a two-hour warning to get to this show, there will probably be hardly anyone coming.” I was wrong. Hundreds of kids, teenagers and adults from many ethnicities swarmed the streets of Shoreditch, trying to cram under this tunnel that is generally used by homeless people to sleep. The atmosphere was electric and it was nice to see so many people enjoying themselves, but due to health and safety hazards it wasn’t very long before the surprise show got “shut down” (no pun intended).


I once described Shoreditch as the Las Vegas of London, and maybe that was a bit of an exaggeration, but for me it is (I have never been to Las Vegas). The strip of shops, buildings and artwork paints the mood and creates this vibrant atmosphere that allows Shoreditch to live up to its recent reputation.


Another aspect of Shoreditch I find amazing is the culture and mix of people. There are loads of food, clothing and hairdresser shops from all different backgrounds, whether you’re going to the Mexican stall for a burrito or to a Turkishstyle barber’s, I sometimes forget I am only in Shoreditch and not on the Copacabana beach (I have never been to the Copacabana beach).


And if it is not obvious that I love Shoreditch, when I turned 18 we became even closer – now I know why I called it the Las Vegas of London.
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Ameer Ahmed






Andy Hank Dog


Rock ‘n’ roll zelig
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8 NUGGETS OF SOUTH LONDON CLAY
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LOCK IN


It had been the Easy Come 24th anniversary at Skehans – a little Irish pub in Nunhead – up in the hills and under the radar – the fans blow the smoke around, but the curtains and windows stay shut


London’s longest running acoustic club and its moveable feast – Ivy House, Old Nun’s Head, White Horse Peckham – has hosted Wednesdays. Pubs gentrify but there is always one more oldschool boozer to reign in my domain


HANDBAG


Guys shooting left-handed pool make you feel like gals – “No, take it again.” Started wearing a handbag this summer – freedom pass, Ray-Bans, American spirits, pre-rolled colour-coded weed and hash, clipper spex in a small under-armpit Lacoste – the shirt-top pocket won’t fit all this paraphernalia


BOOT


Virtually everything comes from Pimlico carboot: 11.30 Sundays, then back along the river – through the park to Battersea boot – today I am looking for a size 16 cool black pleated skirt, a kilt and some casual traditional Japanese men’s attire


SLICE OF REALITY


Crimson dusk and the meridian laser arches overhead – disappearing past Hilly Fields Stone Circle and on to Camelot – an ancient moat in Barnet


Dixie can swing that gangplank like a seasoned salty matelot, but dogs can’t climb the ladders between the decks


My 65th aboard this wondrous unique millennial artwork on stilts


E-BIKE


Take the Hibbit over Clapham Common on my Infineum electric bike – my girlfriend calls it a mobility scooter – that whipplington lurcher can run like an arrow from a bow


SUBTERRANEAN


I’m gonna throw a party in Jack Cade’s Cavern under Blackheath – part of a huge network of caves and tunnels that lead to Chislehurst – then onto Coldrum Stones and Kit’s Coty, the Medway Megaliths. Alternatively I could locate Merlin’s cave beneath Penton Hill Clerkenwell Filthy McNasty’s


FUNK SKUDGE


We are in bed by 9.30am after a scarlet sunrise speeding on some shit coke and a chunk of skunk fudge – Ese is still enjoying the balcony, firing off astonishing sweet riffs from the old strange racket box


MARGARET FINCH


Three hundred years ago the gipsy queen of Gipsy Hill would sit on her haunches all day, telling fortunes as charcoal smouldered – 108 when she died and couldn’t be laid flat, so they buried her in a box


 


“Old Margaret Finch she’s still on her haunches to this day when the worms twist her bones in the cold wet South London clay”
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Andy Hank Dog






Nihal Arthanayake


Radio and TV presenter; Trustee of the Southbank Centre
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MY LONDON
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Rather than limit myself to one spot, I have to be greedy and talk about three places that I love in London. One involves spoiling myself with a great meal, one reflects my love of menswear and the third is an idyllic haven of calm in one of London’s off-the-radar parks.


Starting with food, I’d like to tell you about the place I go to for a posh curry. There is of course a time and a place for a subcontinental stew: a bright red mess with an oil slick placed upon it (minus dying seabirds) and some pillowsized naans, all washed down with a gallon of lager. The time is 2am and the place is Brick Lane. But when it comes to a massage of all your culinary senses there’s only one Indian restaurant you should go to. This temple to Indian cuisine is called Benares and I am a devotee.


Located above the Bentley showroom in Berkeley Square, Mayfair, the location alone tells you that you are not in for the type of clientele that stagger in, slump into their seat and in a slur ask for the hottest thing on the menu. As the doormen usher you in and you ascend the dark staircase, the sublime aromas just waft around you. The Chef Patron Atul Kochhar has had his Michelin star for ten years and you can understand why. The layers of flavouring, subtlety of colour and carefully orchestrated presentation make every dish an event. The staff are all well informed and friendly, so no matter how you are dressed or how complicated the dish, the welcome and experience are always top-notch.


Make sure you try some of the cocktails too. The mixtures of East and West contained within your glass you won’t find anywhere else, and on paper should not work. Trust me, they do. Rather too well.


Shopping for menswear can be an intimidating experience. I no longer wish to be confronted by some lithe, square-jawed narcissist asking me if there’s anything I would like in a tone that says there’s nothing that I can afford. It’s so naff. I always feel like saying, “Relax, pal, you didn’t design the clothes.” That is why I love shopping on Lamb’s Conduit Street, a gloriously village-like street just a five-minute walk from Holborn in Central London. If you want to dress really well, and avoid the stuffiness and eye-watering prices of Savile Row and the rather staid conservativeness of Jermyn Street, then head to Lamb’s Conduit Street. From British designers like Universal Works and Folk to the more streetwear-focused Content Store which carries a number of brands, Lambs (as it is abbreviated to) is a place for those who feel that style supersedes fashion. It is also a street that exudes calm, so even if you don’t have a subscription to GQ you won’t feel intimidated by the thought of shopping there.


My favourite shop on Lambs, though, is Oliver Spencer. There’s rarely a day goes by that I am not wearing something of his and the store is a peaceful place to browse without the hassle of an over-attentive shop assistant or the frantic nightclub-meets-clothing-supermarket that defines a visit to a West End department store’s menswear zone. The atmosphere in Lambs reminds me of a village High Street: I have even seen guys from some of the shops come out and play cricket on a balmy summer afternoon.


If London is the menswear capital of the world, then Lamb’s Conduit Street is the place to go to understand why London has achieved that status.


Before I’ve had some retail therapy at Oliver Spencer or posh grub at Benares, a morning walk with my dog is the order of the day. London has a myriad of parks. There are the fashionable ones such as Hyde, Regent’s, Queen’s, Victoria and so on; and then there are those unfashionable ones that I think of as the state schools of parks. They are utilitarian and speak of some socialist ideal made verdant. They point you towards doing rather than contemplating. In my part of Northwest London there is Gladstone Park, a lush, hilly, rolling slab of greenery situated between Dollis Hill and Neasden. An outdoor gym, basketball and tennis courts, football and rugby pitches, two playgrounds and a duck pond serve the population well. But at the very top of the park there is a walled garden which in spring and summer is a beautifully maintained carnival of flora and fauna. It feels like a secret garden taken straight from a Victorian novel. It doesn’t seem to belong there, like a baroque painting on a subway wall. I only wish that I had more time to sit on one of its grizzled benches, listening to the hum of life in the distance.
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Nihal Arthanayake
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Children of Fox and Ashburnham Schools


Schoolchildren aged 7–8
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THOUGHTS OF THE LITTL’UNS
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“It’s interracial and colourful. WE LOVE LONDON!” Isabelle


“When I look out of my window, I can see children and adults having such a wonderful time at the park. That is why I love London.” Eleanor


“If I were a bird I would see the skyscrapers touching the soft clouds.” Rory


“I love London because all of your dreams come true.” Markos


“I love London because it’s a safe country.” Mohammed


“England’s queen wears a heavy crown.” Marta


“I love London because it helps endangered no longer be endangered.” Mia


“Poets are everywhere and their writing floats in the air.” Rebecka


“If you go to the Science Museum you will learn about bodies and bones.” Shayna


“The London Eye is like a Ferris wheel, well it probably is a Ferris wheel.” Mohamed


“Welcome to London.” Yousef


“If you come to London, make sure you visit the museums.” Sara


“You can hire a boat and float on one of the beautiful lakes.” Hayrah


“Come and enjoy London, it will BLOW your mind.” Angie
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Children of Fox and Ashburnham Schools






LISA BATTY


Marketing Director at Time Inc.
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LOVE AFFAIR WITH LONDON
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Ever since I was really small, growing up in the northern steel town of Scunthorpe, I knew that one day I’d find myself living in London. From an early age I fell in love. The place absolutely fascinated me; it was busy, fun, home to the craziest people and all the best music, theatres, restaurants, bars, sights and sounds. No one seemed to mind what you did and it was a place where “anything goes”, which really appealed to me.


At this stage I only knew London from what I’d seen on television, films and in books, but when I was seven a school trip to “the Smoke” cemented my love of the place. We stayed just near the Natural History Museum and I spent four days in absolute awe of everything: riding the Tube, going to Piccadilly Circus, even the museums. The energy and buzz really got into my heart and right there and then I decided I’d have to work hard at school, get to university, then get a job in London where all of life was.


As I’d promised myself, after university in Manchester and time in Paris, aged 22 I headed straight down to London, staying on a friend’s sofa until I found a job in advertising and a flat in Shepherd’s Bush with a friend. I still remember those first few months – everything was new and there to discover, the cool bars in Soho and Notting Hill, shopping in Kensington High Street, the galleries, the museums, the markets and the people. I loved it so much and still do.


Simply wandering around London looking at streets, houses, buildings, discovering a new pub or bar, checking out the people or exploring the old parts and marvelling at their continued existence and history – this is one of my favourite things to do. There is always something new and surprising to discover. London changes, too: when I first arrived no one went east – now you can’t move for hipsters. Almost every week there is a new pop-up or hidden gem to discover, sitting comfortably alongside the old stalwarts and ageing architecture from Dickens’s era.


Soho, Notting Hill, Clerkenwell and Waterloo Bridge are probably my favourite areas. I’ve lived all over the city but now that I’m in my (early!) 40s I live with my husband in Richmond. It’s beautiful, you’ve got the feel of the countryside, yet it’s only 20 minutes on the train into Waterloo. The river here is majestic, the pubs are quaint and plentiful, and you can watch cricket on the green and keep an eye out for Mick Jagger, who is apparently a fellow Richmond-ite!


My love affair with London will never end.
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Lisa Batty






Mark Baxter


Camberwell gent
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“RAG A BONE A’ LUMBER!”
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Granddad Stan was a totter in the years before the Second World War. In his mid-20s, a big, strong young man who would ride from street to street on his horse and cart doing his daily rounds in Southeast London, barking that onetime all-too-familiar cry, on the lookout for what he could pick up and then sell on.


Never fussy. Metal, old clothes, planks of timber – all considered, absolutely anything that could be re-used in those hard, hard days.


The original recycler, ahead of his time.


After being demobbed, he found he had lost his round. Someone had nipped in, when he was away fighting and later recovering from wounds picked up in Arnhem. Nice of them.


He had four kids by then, so put a shift in wherever he could, placing food on the table by simple honest graft. He also kept his hand in trawling the old street markets, seeing what was about, buying and selling.


I came along in 1962, the first son of his eldest daughter, and by the time I was ten, him a widower by then, I often accompanied him on those later trips to debris-strewn wastelands. He would pick me up early; on a Sunday he was due to come to my Mum and Dad’s for a welcome roast dinner.


The drive from Camberwell, from where I rarely ventured at that young age, taking us over London Bridge and into the City, was simply magical for me: the grey swathe of river running under us, imposing concrete buildings towering above either side. It felt like we were entering a secret world. I was full of wonder.


Often our destination was Brick Lane. More precisely, the bric-a-brac market that sprung up around that area in a disorderly, ramshackle fashion on the first day of the week.


Old bed sheets placed on the pavements, displaying a seller’s odds and sods, cheek by jowl with a proper market stall, with bona-fide “Anti–Que’s”, as I once heard them memorably described.


Stolen bikes, sparrows painted yellow to pass off as canaries, and “tomfoolery” of every shade of gold on offer. It took a wise head to get a bargain and I was soon instructed in those ways.


Breakfast first, though. A bowl of jellied eels and a cup of hot watery tea, and then somehow finding your way in and out of the maze of back streets that made up that morning’s playground.


Rough, tough characters met, too. Like Mark, a bull of a man with just a couple of teeth, who smiled non-stop. Not his name, it turned out, but known as that because he made a “mark” on goods he fancied. Chalk applied to denote what he had purchased and then often sold on, before he had even laid any money down.


Granddad Stan bought and he sold and I watched and I learned. An education I would never get at school.


With time running fast and a roasted chicken waiting for us in SE5, I’d suddenly hear a shout of “C’mon son. Your Mum will kill me if we spoil her dinner” and we’d be off back to the Deep South.


I loved it then, and love it still. Like London itself, it’s in my genes.
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Mark Baxter






Stephen Bayley


Cultural commentator, author and critic
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BATTERSEA PARK AT DUSK
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South Central London has a curious character. When he was at the Post Office in the mid-19th century, the novelist Anthony Trollope despised it so much that he abolished South London postal district. S1 simply does not exist. Except, that is, as a state of mind.


Now that the badlands along the nasty, busy rut of Nine Elms Lane are being translated into London’s new diplomatic quarter, Battersea Park assumes a different character. It’s now more than ever a haven.


Once Battersea was most famous for the Dogs’ Home; forces of inclusion recently made it a Cats’ Home too. Soon, forces of real estate will make it the Battersea US Diplomats’ home as well. My advice to bewildered State Department staff transplanted south of the river is to get familiar with Battersea Park. Especially at dusk.


Start at the wonderfully strange Buddhist Temple, created by the Japanese religious movement Nipponzan Myohoji in 1985. It is extravagantly kitsch and wonderfully serene, an entirely appropriate addition to a Victorian park which, during the 1951 Festival of Britain, was home to cartoonist Rowland Emett’s whimsical Far Tottering and Oyster Creek Railway.


As you contemplate the gilt Buddha, ghosts of 1951 swirl around. On a good day, the staff remember to turn on the fountains in what remains of the Festival Gardens. So here you can experience a magical blend of elegy, nostalgia and religious uplift.


Even better than the ghosts is the prospect across the river on the Thames’s north shore. It’s an evocative view of Cheyne Walk, whose grand red-brick houses are Britain’s greatest contribution to the history of world architecture: magnificent, with neither predecessors nor successors. Their red brick glows magically in the setting sun.


But this is also J M W Turner’s more diffuse Thames: looking west towards the north side of Battersea Bridge you see the house where Britain’s greatest painter lived, “miserable in every respect”, under the pseudonym of Puggy Booth. From here he watched the sunsets that inspired him.
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