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ART & ARCHITECTURE
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What is the earliest known image of London?


It appears on the reverse of the fourth-century, gold ‘Arras Medallion’, a replica of which is in the British Museum.


In AD 286 one Marcus Aurelius Mausaeus Carausius, a successful Roman military commander who had been appointed provincial governor, rebelled against his masters and declared himself to be the new emperor of Roman Britain and Northern Gaul. Under the circumstances his reign proved surprisingly enduring, lasting for seven years before he was murdered by his treasurer Allectus. The former finance minister in turn announced that he was now emperor, and even commenced construction of a magnificent Imperial palace close to St Peter’s Alley, Cornhill, although work on this stopped when he was himself eventually overcome.


The restoration to legitimate Roman rule came in 296 when the loyal general Constantius Chlorus arrived in Britain to find Londinium being sacked by gangs of Frankish mercenaries in the pay of Allectus. Determined to call a halt to this, he had a flotilla of Roman warships known as the Classis Britannica sail up the Thames. Upon reaching their destination – to quote the words of a later panegyric to Constantius – the force ‘found the survivors of the barbarian mercenaries plundering the city, and, when these began to seek flight, [the Romans] landed and slew them in the street. Not only did they bring safety to your subjects by the timely destruction of the enemy, but, also induced a sentiment of gratitude and pleasure at the sight.’


The attractive nine solidi medallion was struck to commemorate this momentous event, showing Constantius Chlorus on one side accepting acclaim as REDDITOR LVCIS AETERNAE, the Restorer of Eternal Light. On the reverse a woman representing the spirit of London is seen kneeling at the Roman city wall welcoming a mounted Roman soldier and thanking him for terminating the rule of Allectus. Despite the object’s relevance locally, the name derives from its discovery in the French town of Arras in September 1922, with the medallion thought to have been minted in about AD 310 in Trier on the Moselle river, one of the oldest cities in modern Germany.


Where is London’s longest tunnel?


Somewhat incredibly, until 1988 a branch of the Northern Line was the longest railway tunnel in the world with the route from East Finchley to Morden via Bank running for 17 miles and 528 yards to serve no fewer than twenty-four stations. However, today it is not even longest tunnel in London as this record belongs to another subterranean network altogether; one which runs far deeper underground than the Tube ever did, which extends considerably further than the Channel Tunnel, and yet which these days is used for nothing more than transporting tap water around the capital.


If that makes the Thames Water Ring Main sound like a mere pipe, however, this is a misconception which needs correcting straight away. For one thing, it is truly enormous: 50 miles all the way round, at least, and still being added to with many miles of extensions being planned as far ahead as 2025. It took years to build as well, with work on the first stage alone taking from 1988 until the summer of 1994. And so far it’s cost us around a quarter of a billion smackers which is way more than most of us would stump up to sink a little ducting.


It’s also as fat as a proper tunnel, the diameter of 8ft 4in putting it close to that of, say, the Greenwich Foot Tunnel or Tower Subway and meaning it’s plenty big enough to run trains through. Indeed during much of its construction it was fitted out with a bespoke narrow-gauge railway to ferry workmen and tools around, as well as later being used as the venue for a charity bicycle race once the tracks had been taken up and the trains towed away.


Perhaps because it’s lost to public view – above ground the most visible part is Damian O’Sullivan and Tania Doufa’s thrilling, RIBA award-winning tower on Holland Park roundabout – most Londoners don’t know it’s down there and of those who do, one suspects, hardly anyone stops to consider what a triumph of engineering it is. Did the project overrun? No idea. Was it over budget when they had finished? Who cares! Instead, now the bulk of it is completed, it’s a wonder to behold, constructed on the scale of Sir Joseph Bazalgette’s famous sewers (albeit without quite the same aesthetic finesse) and able to pump clean water from the Thames and Lea river systems around Greater London at a sufficient lick – 300,000,000 gallons a day – to fill an 50m Olympic swimming pool in just over 25 minutes or, so they say, the Royal Albert Hall to the rafters in only three hours.


It’s also a technical tour de force. Hailed as the most sophisticated water-control system of any major world city when it was opened by Her Majesty in November 2004, its £3.2 million Hampton control HQ in south-west London is able, remotely, to continuously monitor water pressures, flows, reservoir levels and even quality for millions of homes and businesses across the entire spread of Greater London. Hitherto this had taken a dozen different centres, none of which could communicate with any of the others, and required miles and miles of bespoke fibre optic cable from Norway – apparently the ordinary stuff rots in normal drinking water – in order to transmit gigabytes of data every day between Hampton and a network of eleven pumping stations which raise the water up from 130ft below to the local pipe network.


The same cabling collects information about the water pressure and quality and can even carry closed-circuit television pictures from the network’s security cameras, a uniquely high level of monitoring being vital because the water moves through the main – it can go either way – using gravity rather than external pumps. This requires the tunnels to be full of water at all times, meaning the operators have to know exactly how much water is being used minute-by-minute by Thames Water’s seven million customers – and to know precisely how to react when yet another piece of rusty old Victorian pipework fractures to flood the road and throw everything out of kilter.


When did Big Ben first bong?


Big Ben’s first bong rang out across Westminster on 11 July 1859, an occasion marked exactly 150 years later when, at 10 p.m. on the same day in 2009, a special light show commemorating the great bell’s birthday was projected onto the south side of the 315ft-high St Stephen’s Tower.


[image: Illustration]


There had been a clock tower on the site since about 1288, but the present edifice in Augustus Pugin’s ebullient, largely self-invented Gothic Revival style – he had earlier produced something similar for a Lancashire baronet at Scarisbrick Hall – formed part of Charles Barry’s design for a new legislative building following the near-total destruction by fire of the old Palace of Westminster on the night of 22 October 1834.


Pugin claimed never to have ‘worked so hard in my life for Mr Barry for tomorrow I render all the designs for finishing his bell tower and it is beautiful’ – and shortly after completing the project he subsided into madness, collapsed and died at just 40 years of age.


Barry’s end of things was technically hugely advanced for its day, the cast iron, brick and limestone-clad tower standing on an immense raft of concrete almost 10ft thick. It has, even so, subsided slightly over the years so that today, with the Jubilee Line Extension tunnellers in no small part responsible for the shift, the tower leans slightly to the north-west. Indeed, at clock face level, it is now nearly 9in off true.


Equivalent to a sixteen-storey building, St Stephen’s has long been one of the world’s most famous buildings, and is instantly recognisable as perhaps the single most important icon of London. This remains so even though it is not easy for the general public to visit – with no lift it takes a hike up 334 steps for the lucky few to reach the summit – and most people, Londoners and visitors alike, continue to get its name wrong.


Why the Great Bell’s nickname should so consistently be applied to the tower remains a complete mystery, as indeed does the origins of the name Ben, especially given the rarity with which most bells – even jolly big ones like this – are accorded nicknames. It could be named after Ben Caunt, a noted bare-knuckle boxer and sometime English Heavyweight Champion, or more probably the noted civil engineer Lord Llanover (otherwise Sir Benjamin Hall Bt) who oversaw its construction in his role as First Commissioner of Works.


Either way the item in question was indeed a very big bell, the first such being a 16-ton monster which was cast on in August 1856 at Stockton-on-Tees and transported to the tower on a trolley drawn by sixteen horses. Unfortunately this one cracked beyond repair before it was even rung officially and a 13½-ton replacement was commissioned from the Whitechapel Bell Foundry (q.v.) in the East End. When completed it was winched 200ft up to the belfry, a feat which took more than 18 hours, but this one also cracked under the hammer, barely two months after that all-important first bong. A repair was effected – during which time it was out of commission for an incredible three full years – but even now the effect of the crack can still be heard in its distinctive and much-loved tone. No one seems to mind, however, nor for that matter do they care that London’s most famously big bell was quickly overtaken, in 1881, by the 16¾-ton ‘Great Paul’ which was hoisted above the cathedral of that name and hangs there still.


Which is London’s largest square?


Ask most Londoners and the chances are they’ll tell you the answer is Trafalgar – although, paradoxically, this same square is also popularly supposed to cover exactly 1 acre when the actual measure is closer to 5. In fact the largest public square in the capital is some way distant: Lincoln’s Inn Fields, at 12 acres, an area dwarfed by the likes of Tiananmen (which is more than 15 times the size) or even the Place de la Concorde in Paris.


It is still a substantial enough spread if you go and take a look, however, and said to have been the inspiration behind New York’s Central Park, the design for its layout came from Inigo Jones in the seventeenth century. Unlike Trafalgar Square, however, which was public from the start, the masses had to wait until the end of the nineteenth century to be admitted to Lincoln’s Inn Fields when the square was acquired by the London County Council. The previous owners had been the Honourable Society of Lincoln’s Inn, one of the four great Inns of Court, whose students had hitherto had the run of two areas of wasteland called the Purse Field and the Cup Field. With their ownership dating back to the fourteenth century, such scholars who walked and talked here before the public moved in in 1895 would have included many famous names including those of Oliver Cromwell, Sir Thomas More and no fewer than seven future Prime Ministers.


Of these only one warrants a plaque overlooking the park, and that is poor old Spencer Perceval (1762–1812) – the only British Prime Minister to have been assassinated. Shot dead by a berserk merchant broker from Liverpool, actually within the walls of the Palace of Westminster, his murder was foreseen nine days earlier by John Williams of Redruth (in a dream full of vivid detail) but the Cornishman’s family dissuaded him from journeying to London to warn the authorities and disaster ensued.


Peaceful now, despite the proximity of noisy High Holborn, it is hard to believe this is the place where tens of thousands gathered to witness the grisly execution of fourteen Catholic traitors in the 1580s. Sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered for a plot against Good Queen Bess, contemporary accounts say that the plotters’ leader, Sir Anthony Babington, was still alive and aware when his agonising evisceration began.


By contrast London’s smallest square is away to the West, buried away in smart St James’s. Accessed via a narrow eighteenth-century oak-panelled tunnel squeezed between two of London’s oldest and most picturesque shop fronts – and covering just a few square metres – the worn flagstones of Pickering Place are popularly held to have witnessed the last duel ever fought in England. Proving such a claim is never easy – whatever the outcome these things were rarely advertised attractions – but its seclusion would certainly have suited a little illegal sword – or pistol – play, while its proximity to White’s, Arthur’s, Brooks’s and Boodle’s would have made it a most convenient place for the disgruntled gamblers and young blades of London clubland to settle a few personal scores.


Where is the Great Pyramid of London?


The short answer is that it never got built, or perhaps that should be they never got built since – strange but true – more than once someone, somewhere has proposed building something akin to Cheops right here in the capital.


In 1815, for example, flushed with pride at the defeat on land and on water of the dastardly Bonaparte – and with the fashionable new style of the Nile riding high after a successful Egyptian campaign – a certain Colonel (later Major-General) Sir F.W. Trench MP conceived a plan for a giant pyramid on what is now Trafalgar Square. Large enough to cover virtually the entire square, and at 364ft high, considerably taller than the dome of St Paul’s, Sir Frederick estimated that his vast, stepped ziggurat – 22 storeys high, with one tier for each year of the war – would cost a cool £1,000,000, a sum he felt was unlikely to be ‘burthensome to the nation’.
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Parliament happily disagreed and the scheme got no further, but then in 1829 up popped another one. This time it was to be even larger – considerably larger, in fact, capable of dwarfing even the Great Pyramid itself – with its promoter Thomas Willson declaring his intention to erect on Primrose Hill a pyramid-shaped mausoleum large enough to hold 5,167,104 of London’s loved ones.


Trench is these days dismissed as almost the patron saint of architectural lost causes – besides wishing to build over Hyde Park he proposed defiling the river view with a wooden overhead railway – but Willson was far from a crank. The winner of the Royal Academy Schools Gold Medal, his pyramid was nothing if not well thought out with 215,296 catacombs – each large enough to take two dozen dead – an internal chapel for mourners, and accommodation for a keeper, his clerk, a sexton and a superintendent.


Designed with four separate entrances, one on each side, a central ventilation shaft and ramps instead of stairs to facilitate the easy transportation of coffins around what inside looked not unlike a beehive, Willson further promised to provide exceptionally hygienic surroundings with ‘every deposit hermetically sealed for ever’ in place of London’s traditionally pestilential churchyards and plague pits. Also, he said, his scheme would ‘beguile the hours of the curious and impress feelings of solemn awe and admiration upon every beholder.’


His trump card, though, was as much financial as aesthetic. With the catacombs rented out at £50 a vault, and 40,000 ‘customers’ a year, Willson estimated that London as a whole would save £12,500 annually against the cost of conventional burial; investors in his Five Per Cent Pyramid Stock would meanwhile see an eventual return of £10,764,800. It sounded too good to be true, and so indeed it was to prove, with the purchase of 54 acres at Kensal Green by the rival General Cemetery Company quickly dishing his plans before the first brick had even been laid.


For pyramids, however, it was not quite all over and in 1903 Dr David Walsh reopened the old argument by calling for a smaller (but uglier) pyramid to be sited atop a hefty plinth ‘say, in Hyde Park’ with large sloping windows to admit light, a sort of druids’ temple at its core, and the planned reburial within of various long-dead kings and queens of England to get the place off to a good start. The public, said Walsh, would be invited to contribute according to their means, with the poor paying for just one or two bricks while the rich would be expected to cough up for a hundred thousand or even a million. The invitation, thank heavens, was declined almost universally so that today the most prominent pyramid in London is Hawksmoor’s strangely elongated one on top of St George the Martyr, Bloomsbury. Modelled on the tomb of King Mausolus at Halicarnassus – the original ‘mausoleum’, and one of the original Seven Wonders of the World – it is indeed so strange that when you get there you’ll wonder how you’ve never noticed it before.


Where is London’s oldest church?


Beneath Bloomberg’s HQ in the City, the reinstated Roman Temple of Mithras dates back to the third century. Early records relating to the foundation of St Paul’s Cathedral by Mellitus suggest a date of AD 604. The Church of All Hallows by the Tower contains a Saxon arch built of Roman bricks, and a charter of AD 951 mentions the church of St Andrew’s, Holborn, although the present edifice – being by Wren – is clearly not that old.


Instead most historians agree, after leaving aside such fragments and pagan relics as these (and the austere but elegant Chapel of St John in the Normans’ White Tower) that the oldest actual church in the capital is St Bartholomew-the-Great in Smithfield. Constructed between 1123 and 1145 – and so predating the equally beguiling Temple Church by a good four decades or more – it includes traces of what are almost certainly the earliest pointed arches in London although today the visitor is more likely to identify the characteristic round-headed arches favoured by Norman builders atop the tremendous, sturdy circular pillars which support the choir.


A surviving piece of the great Augustinian Priory of St Bartholomew, it was founded by Rahere, a worldly courtier and favourite of King Henry I who made a pilgrimage to Rome. Falling ill en route he vowed that were he lucky enough to survive he would establish a hospital for the poor, and travelling home claimed to have seen a vision of the Apostle St Bartholomew who told him what to build and where. Back in England, and miraculously restored to health, Rahere established a new priory of Augustinian canons near Smithfield as well as the adjacent hospital – which we now know as Bart’s – with himself serving as both prior and master. Rahere was eventually buried here too, in 1145, although in 1539 the priory was dissolved on the orders of Henry VIII and his great nave demolished.


Perhaps because of its central location most of the monastic buildings were fortunately left intact and put to new uses, with the canons’ choir and sanctuary set aside for normal parish duties with a brief spell (under Queen Mary) as a house of Dominican friars. Today, too, it is very much a working church, and a well-known one not least as a consequence of it having provided locations for a number of film and TV crews responsible for, among others, Shakespeare in Love, Four Weddings and a Funeral, The Other Boleyn Girl and (less obviously) Robin Hood Prince of Thieves.


How many towers make up the Tower of London?


1. The Beauchamp Tower: named after a fourteenth-century prisoner, Thomas Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, although today perhaps the most celebrated person to have been incarcerated within its walls is England’s tragic nine-day-queen. While she was still a teenager, Lady Jane Grey’s husband carved the word ‘Jane’ into the wall before the two were led away to their execution.


2. The Bell Tower: dating back to the 1190s, and thus one of the oldest towers, the name refers to a curfew bell which was rung here nightly for more than 500 years. Queen Elizabeth and Sir Thomas More both spent time locked in this tower.


3. The Bloody Tower: originally the Garden Tower but renamed after the legend of the ‘Princes in the Tower’ took hold suggesting that it was here that their uncle had the pair despatched.


4. The Bowyer Tower: presumably being drowned in a butt of malmsey wine is no better than any other kind of drowning (see the Great London Beer Flood, p. 74) but according to tradition the Bowyer Tower is where Richard III’s brother, the Duke of Clarence, met his fate in this singularly memorable fashion.
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5. The Brick Tower: Sir Walter Raleigh impregnated one of Elizabeth I’s maids of honour but despite doing the honourable thing and marrying her, he incurred the wrath of his sovereign and in 1592 spent some time locked up here before being released and disgraced.


6. The Broad Arrow Tower: a thirteenth-century addition, the name has nothing to do with armaments or defence but refers to a motif applied to Crown property lest anyone wonder who owned the goods which were stored within.


7. The Byward Tower: literally by-warden, referring to its proximity to the Warder’s Hall, this being the tower from which the senior warder emerges to secure the premises following the celebrated Ceremony of the Keys each evening.


8. The Constable Tower: traditionally the home of the Constable of the Tower, an ancient and honourable office whose holders were – and in all likelihood still are – entitled to any animal which falls off London Bridge, any carts falling into the moat, a shilling from any boat passing upstream if it is carrying herring, and direct personal access to the Sovereign Head of State.


9. The Cradle Tower: nothing to do with babies, but a reference to a hoist once used to raise up boats from the river.


10. The Develin Tower: a postern gate, and the most easterly tower, this was built by Edward I and formerly led onto a causeway across the moat.


11. The Devereux Tower: named for Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, a favourite of Elizabeth I’s until he attempted to mount a coup in 1601. Locked up here, he was later executed on Tower Hill.


12. The Flint Tower: simple really – it was built of flint during the reign of Henry III although it was substantially altered in Victorian times.


13. The Lanthorn Tower: the name refers to a lantern lit at the top and intended to guide shipping safely up the River Thames.


14. The Lion Tower: demolished in the 1850s, this stood where the ticket office now is and was home to the Royal Menagerie for several centuries until the animals were relocated to the new zoo in Regent’s Park.


15. The Martin Tower: otherwise known as the Jewel Tower because from 1669 until the 1840s the Crown Jewels were kept here with at least one serious attempt being made to steal them in 1671 (see p. 70).


16. The Middle Tower: the main entrance for the general public, the name indicates its location between the Lion and Byward towers.


17. St Thomas’s Tower: built between 1275 and 1279 by Edward I to provide additional royal accommodation for the king. The name is derived from that of Sir Thomas a Becket who served a term as Constable in the 1160s, and its most famous incumbent is probably the traitor Sir Roger Casement (see p. 66).


18. The Salt Tower: initially Julius Caesar’s Tower (and later Balliol’s Tower, having once imprisoned John Balliol, King of Scotland) the name probably refers to a period when it was used as secure storage for this valuable commodity. Complex graffiti and carvings bear witness to it having also been, like so many other towers, a prison.


19. The Wakefield Tower: traditionally the tower where Henry VI was murdered while at prayer, the seemingly timeless tradition of laying lilies on the spot where he died was in reality instituted as recently as 1923 with the florist’s bill being picked up by Eton College in honour of its royal founder.


20. The Wardrobe Tower: as the name suggests, the tower with its Roman foundations would have been used to store the king’s clothing and armour when what remains a royal palace was also a royal residence.


21. The Well Tower: built for King Edward I between 1275 and 1279 by Master James of St George. Besides protecting the palace’s river frontage, the tower contained two deep well-shafts through which fresh water could be drawn when or if the occupants came under siege.


22. The White Tower: The Big One. The original and oldest part of the Conqueror’s fortress, the name derives from the earliest days when the already imposing structure was whitewashed to further emphasise its dominance over the walled city and the invaders’ position over the country as a whole. It’s also famous for having the first actual fireplace in England, though without a chimney.


Where is London’s most expensive private house?


For years the answer would have been Kensingston Palace Gardens, a street few Londoners actually know as it is gated and by no means easy to access. It has long been described as the world’s most expensive street and on successive occasions sales here have smashed existing records with price tags of £30 million, £50 million and eventually as much as £70 million for one or other of its generous freeholds. It is here, too, that one owner recently lodged a planning application to dig more than 50ft down in order to create not just a full-size, LTA-approved underground tennis court for his family, but also a display area for a collection of historic Ferraris.


In 2009, however, Belgravia struck back in a big way with the Sunday Times reporting the capital’s first ever triple-figure asking price when one vendor began chasing £100 million for a house in the Duke of Westminster’s landmark, stucco-fronted Belgrave Square. At 21,000sq ft with six storeys, 20ft ceilings and a spacious mews at the bottom of the garden, no. 10 was clearly a lot of house, but at that price many self-styled property experts were wondering whether there was anyone out there who would actually pay for it.


Once home to the French Ambassador, and until 1978 the club house of the Institute of Directors, no. 10 Belgrave Square was designed by George Basevi, a cousin of Disraeli’s who died after falling from the top of Ely Cathedral. The vendor this time was Musa Salem, a Lebanese developer, who was said to have remodelled the house along similar lines to his own (slightly smaller) house in another famous billionaires’ row, namely North London’s reliably garish Bishops Avenue. It could be argued, however, that the price, while high, wasn’t that outrageous for the area. At the time of writing another house opposite Salem’s was also on the market – for a mere £80 million, but then it is only 20,000sq ft – while yet another in the square was for sale at £32 million even though it had less than twenty years remaining on the lease.


With neighbours including the Russian oligarch Oleg Deripaska, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum of Dubai and a number of embassies, you can also be sure that Salem’s is a lot of house for the money. The selling agents weren’t exactly issuing invitations to come over and check this out, but such houses as these are more than just homes and these days many come equipped with the fullest possible complement of vast indoor pools, underground sports complexes and cinemas, even subterranean mini-multi-storeys for their owners’ fleets of Bentleys, Bugattis and Rolls-Royces. One mews house round the corner behind Grosvenor Square, for example, even has a 30ft waterfall in the basement.


What was so great about the Great Fire of London?


It’s a fair question given that London has been burned down so many times over the last twenty centuries. Boudicca famously torched what was at the time a locally important Roman trading post in AD 61, the charred remains of which are still to be encountered when new foundations are dug around the Square Mile. The first, Saxon cathedral to St Paul fell to the flames in 961 and then again in 1087. In the late twelfth century William FitzStephen, a witness to Thomas a Becket’s murder, wrote at length describing the twin plagues of London as ‘the immoderate drinking of fools and the frequency of fires.’ And when both ends of London Bridge went up in 1212–13 as many as 3,000 are thought to have perished in the flames.


But all these – and indeed that other Great Fire near London Bridge in 1861 which killed the capital’s fire chief and smouldered from June ’til December – were dwarfed by the Great Fire which broke out a little after 1 a.m. on 2 September 1666 and made the name of Pudding Lane famous forever after.


Initially the Lord Mayor, Sir Thomas Bloodworth, thought it was all a big fuss about nothing – ‘Pish,’ he said, before returning to his bed, ‘a woman might piss it out’ – and indeed a mere nine lives were lost in the four days and nights that the flames burned. However, in other regards the impact of baker Thomas Farriner carelessly neglecting to properly douse his oven was without precedent. With pre-Fire London being what a more recent writer has described as ‘one endlessly overlapping line of highly flammable dominoes,’ 400 acres within the city walls were quickly reduced to little more than scattered heaps of ash and stones (along with another 36 beyond them). Within that area 87 out of 109 churches and 44 ancient livery halls were destroyed, and an incredible 13,200 houses were reduced to smouldering rubble leaving thousands of Londoners camping out under rags with nothing to eat and nothing to eat it off or with.
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