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Introduction


3 May 1993 brought torrential rain to London and its surrounds. By the time I drove down the industrial lane that led to the front gate of Wood Bros’ furniture factory, the road was almost totally submerged under large pools of water, in places over 1ft deep. I manoeuvred my car to where I thought the kerb lay, slowly ground to a halt and opened the door to find water lapping at the sill.


‘The Lea’s burst its banks again.’ A tall man with grey hair, who I would later discover was George the gateman, called across to me. The path to the factory gates was entirely submerged: an inauspicious welcome to the premises of my new employer.


‘Do you want a piggyback, love?’ shouted one of a group of men congregated next to George, watching my reaction to my dilemma with macho relish. Cursing the fact that I was wearing a new pair of suede heels but determined not to conform to the female stereotype so hoped for by my masculine audience, I rolled up my trouser legs and waded through the murky water.


It transpired that my watery welcome was not the only surprise I was to receive that day. After squelching into reception and being shown my desk by the sympathetic but amused office manager, I was given a tour of my new workplace by a cheerful chap named Peter, with whom I would be working on marketing campaigns. We toured a line of offices, meeting and shaking hands with people whose names I almost instantly forgot, despite making a concerted effort not to. Finally, Peter led me to a door behind which I could hear an almighty cacophony of machinery whirring, clunking and clacking. In the vast room that lay beyond stood a huge printing press, spewing sheets of paper from its bowels in a steady, rhythmic stream, diligently watched over by a grey-haired man dressed in green overalls who distractedly waved at us as we approached. ‘This is Harry,’ said Peter. ‘You’ll be working with him on the print.’


Before walking into Wood Bros’ print shop, I knew absolutely nothing about the art of printing and was horrified to learn that I would be responsible for overseeing the production of the multitude of brochures, price lists, posters and advertising flyers that the company dispatched to its retailers. However, Harry proved to be a patient and hugely knowledgeable teacher. As I embarked on my crash course, he taught me much about the complex facets of the process, from selecting paper to how plates were made for the press. However, it was our chats about an entirely different subject that would ultimately lead me on an adventure of discovery into a part of London that has now almost totally vanished.


During our tea breaks, Harry would tell me about his life, which began in September 1934 in West Ham, East London. When he was very young the family moved to Canning Town, an area dominated geographically, economically and socially by three vast expanses of water occupying nearly 250 acres of what had once been Plaistow Marsh.


Known collectively as the Royal Docks, the Victoria, Albert and King George V Docks formed the most visually impressive section of the Port of London: a sprawling network of quays, ancient wharves, deep canals and high-walled basins that stretched along the River Thames from the City to Tilbury. Walking the length of the Victoria and Albert Docks alone would take up to an hour, the total length of these massive bodies of water being over 3 miles. When constructed in 1880, the Royal Albert was the largest dock in the world, running 1¾ miles along the north bank of the mighty Thames. At the western edge, a lock connected it with the Royal Victoria Dock, a deep-water monster-structure measuring 3,000ft long by over 1,000ft wide – enough to fit seven football pitches with room to spare. Along its warehouse-lined quayside, enormous jetties, complete with their own railway sidings, stretched out into the centre of the basin, allowing myriad goods from the four corners of the globe to be unloaded onto trucks and conveyed to an increasingly prosperous and consumerist nation.


The London docks provided employment for over 100,000 men, and Harry’s father and numerous neighbours and friends all worked at the waterside. Work was physically demanding but plentiful, and dockworkers’ pay, while not a king’s ransom, was sufficient to raise a family (albeit in less than idyllic surroundings) and keep a bit back for beer money. Naturally enough, Harry always assumed that the docks would eventually provide him with his own living until a conversation occurred that had a profound effect on the rest of his life. A short time before his 14th birthday, the boy’s father announced that he had secured him an apprenticeship with a local printer. Harry was bewildered by this resolution; why would his dad eschew Canning Town’s major employer in favour of a trade he knew nothing about? His father’s response was remarkably prescient: ‘There’s no future in the docks,’ he told his son.


Until Harry told me his story of a lost London community, I knew little about the docks or the people that once lived there. However, a visit to the Royal Victoria Dock showed that his father’s prediction was utterly and undeniably correct. The terrace of the ExCel event centre, built over what was once the dock’s North Quay, overlooked a placid expanse of redundant water, used only by the occasional canoeist. Over on the South Quay, a new development of luxury flats sat alongside the long-deserted, empty hulk of Spiller’s Millennium Mills; a relic of the dock’s commercial past. Further eastwards, the shimmering glass walls of an empty office block reflected the ripples running across the deserted waters of the Albert Dock. Occasionally, the tranquil atmosphere was interrupted by the engines of a short-haul plane landing on a windswept runway that stretched along the Albert’s south quay. To erstwhile residents of Canning Town, many of whom, including Harry, moved northwards to Essex after the war, the scene is as unrecognisable today as it was unimaginable 50 years ago. Intrigued at how evidence of what was until very recently such an integral part of London had been so quickly swept away, I began to explore the history of the area.




Chapter 1


Ad Initium


London’s docks are as old as the city itself. The city’s first harbour, founded by the Romans, grew up around the foot of an ancient river crossing on the north bank of the Thames, roughly where London Bridge stands today. At first, the dock was relatively small but as Roman Londinium increased in size and importance, so did its port, with ships arriving from all over the Roman Empire bearing a plethora of goods, from silks to olive oil, to be consumed by the prosperous populace. The Port of London represented an essential facet of London’s economy and its location at the heart of the city reflected its status.


For centuries, Londinium’s port boomed but when the Roman Empire went into inexorable decline, so did the docks. Following the Romans’ departure from the British Isles in c. 410, the first incarnation of the Port of London was left to slowly disappear along with the sophisticated way of life that had previously dominated the city. For well over 100 years, the old Roman dock lay disused and deserted until the Anglo-Saxons, fleeing attacks from aggressors, sought sanctuary within the crumbling remains of the old city walls. Thus, Roman Londinium became Saxon Lundenburh and the city and its docks entered a new period of prosperity.


By the dawn of the eighth century, the port of Lundenburh had once again established itself as an international trading centre with vessels from distant lands arriving at the riverside, their holds laden with exotic cargo. As the centuries passed, prosperous Lundenburh and its busy dock began to attract the attention of acquisitive noblemen from the European mainland, and following his victory against King Harold in 1066, the Duke of Normandy finally succeeded in taking the coveted city. Lundenburh became London and its port entered a new era that would prove to be both long and fruitful.


Throughout the ensuing centuries, the Port of London played a vital role in the financial, commercial and social life of the city, attracting wealthy merchants and ship owners from Europe and beyond, most notably the mighty Hanseatic League – northern Europe’s most powerful trading alliance. The League established their London headquarters in the heart of the port and built a forbidding, high-walled fortress known as The Steelyard on the north bank of the Thames within which they lived and worked. For centuries, their grand trading centre stood as a symbol of the Hanseatic League’s international power and status but, like the Romans before them, the alliance’s stranglehold on northern European trade gradually loosened and today the once-magnificent Steelyard lies forgotten beneath the foundations of Cannon Street Station.


The growing importance of London throughout the Middle Ages meant that its thriving port was often at the epicentre of battles for control of the coveted city. In the mid-thirteenth century, the docks were at the heart of Simon de Montfort’s valiant bid to wrest control of the kingdom from Henry III. One hundred years later, the people of the port struggled with a threat of a very different kind as the city was ravaged by the Black Death – a frighteningly contagious and ruthlessly fatal plague that was spread by flea-ridden rats living on board the ships that made their way up the Thames. But despite these and countless other challenges, the Port of London continued to expand and the men and women who traded there became hugely influential. Taking inspiration from the Hanseatic League, the English merchants gradually formed a coalition, first known as the Merchant Staplers and later the Merchant Adventurers – a group of individuals who were to play a vital role in the formation of the British Empire.


By the end of the 1400s, London was handling over 60 per cent of the kingdom’s overseas trade and the shipyards that had gradually grown up on the south bank of the Thames to serve the busy port caught the attention of the great Tudor monarch, Henry VIII, who developed the yards into majestic royal docks where state-of-the-art warships such as the Henri Grace à Dieu were built. Simultaneously, the Merchant Adventurers embarked on a lengthy search for new international markets. Under the direction of Sebastian Cabot, son of the great mariner, John Cabot, they set forth on expeditions to the east, opening up lucrative markets with the vast Russian Empire. The resulting increase in trade at the docks and the sheer amount of vessels jostling for position at the ancient waterfront prompted Elizabeth I to restructure the way the port was run and resulted in the introduction of ‘Legal Quays’ – a series of landing stages along the north bank of the Thames through which all imported goods had to pass under the watchful eye of customs officials. Each quay specialised in a particular commodity and the system proved so effective that they remained at the centre of London’s overseas trade for centuries. Today, virtually all trace of them has been erased.


Throughout the sixteenth century, the Port of London played a fundamental part in the development of Britain as a world power. The Merchant Adventurers extended their expeditions into Asia where they found lucrative markets offering great riches. In order to finance return voyages, they formed the East India Company, which was destined to become the most powerful commercial organisation in modern history, governing immense territories in addition to overseeing all trade with the region. The Merchant Adventurers also journeyed south to the west coast of Africa where they embarked on the Port of London’s most shameful enterprise, transporting human cargo to plantations in the Americas where the unlucky prisoners were subjected to a life of slavery.


The questionable activities of the East India Company and the dreadful trade of the slave merchants only served to increase the prosperity and status of the Port of London. Throughout the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the Legal Quays heaved with ships waiting to discharge their goods, and the Thames was a teeming mass of vessels jostling for position along the ancient waterfront.


However, the landscape of the docks was about to be changed forever. In September 1666, a fire broke out in the premises of a ships’ biscuit maker in Pudding Lane, close to the docks. The resulting conflagration totally destroyed the port and much of the city beyond it. With no insurance against this catastrophe, the owners of the ancient quays that lined the north bank of the Thames ploughed their life savings into rebuilding this most essential part of the city. Amazingly, it took just six years to rebuild not only the docks but also much of the city. Grand plans to create a new port were mooted but the complex pattern of land ownership that had existed for centuries rendered any wholesale redevelopment impossible. By the mid 1670s, the newly rebuilt docks traced much the same footprint as they had done before the destructive conflagration. However, the landowners vowed to protect themselves financially from such a catastrophe ever occurring again and thus the concept of fire insurance was born.


Soon the dock merchants began to devise ways of applying insurance to their businesses, and summits to discuss this novel idea were held in the new coffee houses that had recently sprung up on the city streets. Several of these establishments became regular meeting places for dock merchants and ship owners, and the coffee house proprietors found themselves privy to valuable intelligence involving the shipping industry. The owners of Lloyd’s Coffee House seized the opportunity to disseminate the information they gleaned and began to publish newssheets detailing the safe arrival of ships. These sheets ultimately evolved into Lloyd’s List, which is still today the leading daily newspaper for the maritime industry. Some of the coffee house’s regular clientele also capitalised on the demand for maritime insurance and became the first Lloyd’s underwriters, skilfully marrying investors with ship owners and merchants to great profit.


As trade in the docks became more organised throughout the eighteenth century, the city gained strength as the country’s centre of commerce. During the 1700s, the population of London doubled from 400,000 to 800,000 as thousands of families relocated from the countryside to the city, where the manufacturing industry was rapidly becoming a major source of employment. As manufacturing increased, the docks thrived as all manner of products arrived at the port for export to mainland Europe and beyond. The old Legal Quays struggled to cope with the sheer volume of shipping arriving in the Thames, and the merchants and ship owners began to discuss potential solutions to the problem of congestion. Thus, the model for London’s first enclosed docks – leviathan structures that were to dominate the perimeter of the Thames in London for over 150 years – was devised. The first of these new maritime innovations, the West India Docks, was built on land at the northern tip of the Isle of Dogs in 1799. The complex provided a template on which all future enclosed docks in the city would be built, comprising massive basins in which ships could berth, accessed via huge locks leading from the river. The basins were surrounded by warehousing in which goods could be stored and were cut off from the outside world by towering walls running the entire length of the site’s perimeter.


The success of the West India Docks and the effect it had on easing traffic on the perennially congested Thames prompted a wave of imitations throughout the first half of the nineteenth century. First came the London Docks in the ancient seafaring district of Wapping, then the East India Docks at Blackwall followed by the (later amalgamated) Surrey and Commercial Docks across the river at Rotherhithe. Each of these developments proved financially successful and were quickly followed by a further development close to the Tower of London known as the St Katharine Docks. Later in the century, the vast size of the new steam ships plying their trade at the Port of London prompted speculative developers to create even larger basins further east, where they could be more easily accessible to the huge vessels. The Port of London acquired the Victoria and Royal Albert Docks on the Plaistow Marshes, the Millwall Docks on the Isle of Dogs and the Tilbury Docks on the Thames estuary in Essex. These colossal waterside developments were complemented by (and were in direct competition with) numerous wharves that lined both sides of the river from London Bridge to Silvertown, occupying a staggering 3,000 acres of land.


Unsurprisingly, the docks and wharves became the major employers in Rotherhithe, Deptford and the whole of East London adjacent to the river. Literally thousands of Londoners worked at the port in a wide variety of jobs. Demand for housing in the dock areas was such that entire districts – for example, Cubitt Town on the Isle of Dogs – were built specifically to accommodate dock workers. However, despite the never-ending supply of work and the unceasing, frenetic activity that surrounded the docks, there was trouble afoot. Poor pay and extremely tough working conditions prompted the workers to collectively rise up against their avaricious employers and the docks became inextricably linked with the embryonic trades union movement that was beginning to gain momentum by the 1880s. As the twentieth century dawned, the dock owners were becoming overwhelmed by strike action by their increasingly militant workers. This problem was exacerbated by the fact that as ships increased in size, the ancient Port of London was gradually becoming inaccessible. In addition to these two problems, competitive warehousing rates offered by the Thames wharves meant that many of the enclosed dock companies faced bankruptcy if the situation was not improved. In a dramatic move, the government resolved to nationalise all of London’s enclosed docks and in 1909, overall control of these gigantic structures was given to the newly-formed Port of London Authority, otherwise known as the PLA. This drastic measure initially paid off and despite the disruption of two world wars, by the late 1950s, the Port of London had entered its final boom period.


In the end, the ultimate cause of death for London’s docks was not unionisation or competition from the wharves, but containerisation. As container ships began to replace smaller, more traditional vessels, it became impossible for the Port of London (with the exception of Tilbury) to accommodate them. The River Thames was simply not deep enough for these giant vessels to safely navigate. What had originally been the deciding factor in the docks’ location – the river – now proved to be the Port of London’s downfall. As ship owners eschewed the historic port in favour of the great seaports, the docks gradually closed. One by one, these hives of industry shut down, leaving desolation in their wake. Families who had earned a living at the waterside for generations moved out to the new towns of the northern Home Counties in search of alternative employment. By the mid 1980s, the docks were a wasteland and any visitor to the deserted streets that surrounded them would have been hard pressed to imagine how the areas had once played such a key role in the development of one of the world’s most celebrated cities.


***


The events that led to the foundation of the great city of London and its docks are shrouded in both mystery and myth. One of the first accounts appears in the Historia Britonum, an ancient tome attributed to a ninth-century Welsh monk named Nennius who took it upon himself to assemble a collection of historical stories for posterity. Once he began his research, the scholarly monk quickly realised that he had set himself an onerous task. For centuries, myriad tales of the history of Britain had been handed down orally from generation to generation, gradually becoming embellished and altered along the way. Finding proof or even a vague provenance for these tales was virtually impossible and no doubt tantalising and frustrating in equal measure. Nennius himself admitted, ‘[I], pupil of the holy Elvodug, have undertaken to write down some extracts that the complacency of the British cast out; for the scholars of the island of Britain had no skill … I have therefore made a heap of all that I have found.’ That said, Nennius’s ‘heap’ of information survived the test of time and his account of the foundation of London was retold over 200 years later by Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his Historia Regum Britanniae.


According to the two texts, the name ‘Britain’ was coined by Brutus, a Roman consul and descendant of the legendary hero Aeneas. In true classical fashion, Brutus was banished from his homeland after accidentally killing his father. He fled to Greece where he recruited a crew of Trojan ex-slaves and from thence sailed to a Mediterranean island where he discovered an abandoned temple to Diana, goddess of hunting. Brutus was exhausted after his voyage and after making a sacrifice to the deity, he fell asleep at the foot of her statue where he dreamt of a far-distant land inhabited by giants – the place in which he was destined to settle. Following this premonition, Brutus and his men continued on their journey westward. After briefly settling in Gaul, where they fell out with the King of Aquitaine, they escaped across the channel to Albion (the ancient name for Britain) – an island, so legend has it, populated by a race of giants. Convinced that this was the land in his premonition, Brutus renamed the island Britain and declared himself king, bequeathing the land covering present-day Cornwall to his second-in-command, Corineus.


Life in the new kingdom proved difficult, not least because the Trojans were constantly harassed by the resident giants, but after a series of bloody battles, they managed to slay every one of the creatures except for their leader, Gogmagog, who was challenged to wrestle Corineus. The ensuing fight resulted in the last giant of Albion being thrown from the Cornish cliffs into the sea. This legendary event was later immortalised in the magnum opus of the poet Michael Drayton, Poly-Olbion (1613):




Amongst the ragged cleaves those monstrous giants sought:


Who (of their dreadful kind) t’appal the Trojans brought


Great Gogmagog, an oake that by the roots could teare;


So mighty were (that time) the men who lived there:


But, for the use of armes he did not understand


(Except some rock or tree, that coming next to land,


He raised out of the earth to execute his rage),


He challenge makes for strength, and offereth there his gage,


Which Corin taketh up, to answer by and by,


Upon this sonne of earth his utmost power to try.





Having defeated the enemy, the Trojans turned their attention to establishing settlements throughout the country and their leader Brutus chose the site of today’s City of London as his headquarters, naming it Troia Nova or New Troy. A royal palace was built where the Guildhall now stands and a temple to Brutus’s guide and protector Diana was built on the site now occupied by St Paul’s Cathedral. The London Stone, an ancient piece of masonry now sited at 111 Cannon Street, is said to be part of the temple altar, and legend has it that ‘so long as the stone of Brutus is safe, so long shall London flourish.’ When Brutus died, he was buried in a temple on Tower Hill and his lands were divided between his three sons – Locrinus taking what is now England, Albanactus Scotland and Kamber Wales.


Sadly, there is no evidence that the heroic characters in Nennius and Geoffrey of Monmouth’s stories ever truly existed and archaeology has as yet yielded no signs of Brutus’s royal palace, temple or tomb. Curiously though, the giant Gogmagog makes an appearance in another piece of British folklore, this time specifically concerning London. From c.1500, huge 14ft effigies of two giants named Gog and Magog were paraded at the head of the procession during the annual Lord Mayor’s Show. According to legend, these two giants were descendants of the Roman Emperor Diocletian’s daughters, who were banished to Albion after killing their husbands. The original model giants were made from wicker and plaster and stood guard at the Guildhall when not in use. Over time, the figures began to rot and were finally destroyed during the Great Fire of 1666. In the early 1700s, they were replaced with two wooden effigies, but these proved too heavy to be paraded around at the Lord Mayor’s Show and the yearly ritual ceased. However, nearly 300 years later, basket maker Olivia Elton Barratt took on the challenging task of re-creating the two figures and, in 2006, the leviathans once again took their place at the head of the parade.


If Brutus’s New Troy ever did exist, all evidence of it had been lost by the time the great Roman Emperor Claudius arrived on British shores in AD 43. At the time of his arrival, there were no major settlements on the marshy flood plains of the River Thames. The site of the modern city was occupied by just a few humble farmsteads and, as one archaeologist pointed out, the entire population of ‘London’ would probably have fitted inside a double-decker bus.


The sparsely populated banks of the first-century Thames are described in Cassius Dio’s account of the Roman invasion, written over 100 years after the actual event in about AD 175. In the first known reference to the area, Dio describes how the native Britons were chased to ‘the River Thames at a point where it empties into the ocean and at flood-tide forms a lake’ by Roman soldiers, and were attacked ‘from several sides at once’ resulting in many casualties. Some of the Britons managed to escape, with the Romans in hot pursuit. However, the invaders’ inferior knowledge of the terrain proved to be their downfall and ‘they got into swamps from which it was difficult to make their way out, and so lost a number of men.’


Dio’s description of a watery wasteland does not suggest that the area was an ideal situation for the founding of a city and dock. However, even then, the mantra ‘location, location, location’ prevailed. Following Claudius’s successful invasion, the Romans immediately set about creating an infrastructure across the wild landscape of south-eastern Britain and began to construct commercial and military routes through the area. A capital was established at present-day Colchester named Camulodunum that served as a base from which the Romans could gradually spread their control west and northwards. Further south, they built a fort and dock on the banks of the Thames with the intention of using the site as a distribution centre for goods shipped into the country from other parts of the empire.


The new dock was well positioned. Ships carrying civilian cargo and military supplies weighed anchor in a natural harbour at Richborough in Kent. The goods were then loaded onto smaller vessels, which sailed a short distance around the coast and up the Thames to the new dock where they could be unloaded, warehoused and finally distributed by land to other settlements. The fort, dock and nearby warehouses rapidly became busy and soon people were flocking to the area in search of work. What had initially been a small hamlet grew into a busy, prosperous and strategically important town known as Londinium.


The Roman invasion of Britain was, by necessity, gradual. At the time, the island was a mishmash of roughly defined areas governed by various Celtic tribes, all of whom were understandably reluctant to hand control over to the Romans. One such tribe was the Iceni, who occupied what is now Norfolk, Suffolk and part of Cambridgeshire. Archaeological evidence suggests that the Iceni were a wealthy clan who had been established in the area for over 500 years. According to the historian Tacitus in his Annals of Imperial Rome, their leader Prasutagus brokered a deal with the invaders and his lands became a ‘client kingdom’, meaning that overall control was submitted to Rome but the region continued to be governed locally. Initially, this arrangement seems to have worked, but once Prasutagus died, c. AD 60, the uneasy peace between the Romans and the Iceni was shattered. Tacitus explained:




Prasutagus, king of the Iceni, after a life of long and renowned prosperity, had made the [Roman] emperor co-heir with his own two daughters … But it turned out otherwise. Kingdom and household were plundered like prizes of war … As a beginning, his widow Boudicca was flogged and their daughters raped. The Icenian chiefs were deprived of their hereditary estates as if the Romans had been given the whole country. The king’s own relatives were treated like slaves.





Unsurprisingly, the Iceni were incensed by this betrayal and, supported by other aggrieved tribes, marched on the capital at Colchester led by Prasutagus’s feisty widow Boudicca, hell-bent on revenge. Having razed the capital to the ground, Boudicca’s army quickly headed south towards Londinium.


Very little is known about the Icenians’ warrior queen. Cassius Dio described her as ‘most tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce and her voice was harsh’, which seems fitting enough until one remembers that Dio was born almost a century after Boudicca’s death and so was not imparting first-hand recollections. There is no doubt, however, that she was a courageous woman who earned the respect of not only her people but also other Celtic leaders.


The arrival of Boudicca’s army in Londinium was well timed as the military governor, Suetonius, and a large proportion of troops were many miles away in Wales fighting the Druids. According to Tacitus, whose future father-in-law was serving as a military tribune in Britain during the time of the rebellion, Governor Suetonius led his men back to Londinium after hearing about the destruction of Camulodunum. However, after seeing the vast numbers of Celts waiting there, he made the brave and difficult decision to sacrifice the town and wait to confront the enemy in a more strategically advantageous place. His actions had dreadful consequences for many inhabitants, who pleaded with him to save Londinium. Tacitus wrote, ‘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.’


Boudicca’s army were relentless in their destruction. Venting their fury at the Romans, they mercilessly massacred all who stood in their path, leaving a scene of utter carnage in their wake. Then, perhaps appalled at the monstrous sight that lay before them, they lit torches and set fire to the fragile, wooden buildings that lined the streets, razing Londinium to the ground. Their work done, the army quickly regrouped and departed towards their next target, Verulamium – a Roman town of strategic importance that occupied part of modern-day St Albans in Hertfordshire.


At this point, legend has it that on departing the smouldering remains of Londinium, Boudicca’s forces were attacked by an army hastily dispatched by Suetonius at the spot where King’s Cross station now stands. It was here that the Iceni uprising was stopped in its tracks. Realising there was no chance of victory, Boudicca committed suicide by drinking poison. She was buried at the battle site, in an area now occupied by platforms 9 and 10 of the mainline station. Many centuries later, the battle site was commemorated in the naming of Battle Bridge Road, which is situated to the north of the station. Of course, this rather unlikely story is almost certainly untrue. Placing the battle at King’s Cross dates back to the 1930s when a folklore expert named Lewis Spence identified the area as the location for the final conflict between the Romans and the Iceni. In the following decades, Spence’s theory (which was based on extremely flimsy evidence in the first place), was embellished; the part about the burial site being under platforms 9 and 10 was probably added as a joke.


The true location of the Icenian’s final battle remains a mystery. Even Tacitus does not give a location in his account of the battle, remarking only that the battleground had a narrow approach and a backdrop of dense woodland. Wherever its location, the Romans chose the site wisely. Despite being severely outnumbered, they managed to slay up to 80 per cent of Boudicca’s army, leaving the remaining Celts to flee from the battlefield or suffer the ultimate indignity of being taken prisoner. It is reported that Boudicca and her two daughters survived the battle but, unable to face the inevitable humiliation at the hands of the Roman soldiers, the three women poisoned themselves. Their burial site has never been found.


Although the Celts could be seen as the injured party at the start of the rebellion, their contempt for civilians combined with their avarice and ruthlessness during their campaign does little to engender sympathy. Tacitus noted, ‘the natives enjoyed plundering and thought of nothing else.’ They avoided attacking heavily protected military buildings in favour of private property where goods and possessions could be looted with little resistance. An estimated 70,000 civilians were killed during the uprisings at Camulodunum, Londinium and Verulamium, and Tacitus lay the blame for this firmly on the Celts who ‘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.’


The Celtic uprising left the Romans with three major settlements destroyed and no capital, but Londinium was destined to rise again, bigger and stronger than before.


At this point, it is perhaps an opportune moment to take a look at some of the theories on how the town first got the name from which London is derived. Geoffrey of Monmouth claims an ancient king of Britain named Lud first coined the name:




he surrounded the capital with lofty walls and with towers built with extraordinary skill, and he ordered it to be called Kaerlud, or Lud’s city, from his own name. Thereafter, we are told the town was renamed by the legendary King Lud as Kaerlundein, and eventually London.





According to legend, when King Lud died, he was buried on the mount of one of the town’s two hills, which subsequently became known as Ludgate. No evidence of either King Lud or a tomb on Ludgate Hill has been found, but that did not stop the myth becoming widely believed in the 1500s. Wooden effigies of Lud and his two sons were commissioned and placed on the hill to commemorate the city’s namesake. They survive to this day and can now been seen in the churchyard of St Dunstan in the West in an extremely sorry state.


Another popular hypothesis is that the name is derived from the Celtic personal name Londinos, which itself is from the word ‘lond’ meaning ‘wild’, suggesting that the land was once owned by a wealthy Celtic family. An interesting recent theory was proposed in 1998 by linguistics professor Richard Coates, who suggested that the name could derive from an Old European word – Plowonida – roughly meaning ‘wide flowing river’, a description of the pre-Celtic Thames as it travelled through the area. When the Celts built a settlement on the banks of the ‘Plowonida’ they named it after the river, adding the place name suffix of ‘on’ or ‘onjon’, thus making the settlement name ‘Plowonidon’ or ‘Plowonidonjon’. To British Celts, the letter ‘P’ was silent so the settlement would have been referred to as ‘Lowonidon’ or ‘Lowonidonjon’ and this gradually corrupted into ‘London’, which in turn was altered by the Romans to ‘Londinium’.


Whatever the true history of the name Londinium, Boudicca’s army succeeded in almost totally destroying it. To this day, a layer of ash and remains of burnt debris can be seen in the soil layer dating to the first century. The Celts may have been defeated, but they literally left their mark on London. However, shards of pottery found very close to the ash layer suggest that the Romans began to rebuild London very quickly after its devastation.


Before the Celtic insurgence, Londinium had been gradually developing a reputation as a busy and convenient port. In addition to being situated at an expedient distribution point, it was sufficiently inland to discourage sorties by sea pirates who lurked in the English Channel. It was also easily accessed from three major rivers on the Continent – namely the Rhine, the Elbe and the Seine – which made transportation of goods reasonably simple. Its location was so desirable that the Romans decided that, not only was the town worth rebuilding, but the previously small dock area was also worthy of major redevelopment. With this new phase of building came London’s first dockland community.


The first London docks straddled the north end of the Roman bridge, which ran across the Thames from today’s church of St Magnus the Martyr in Lower Thames Street to Hay’s Galleria on the South Bank. The original harbour was tiny by modern standards, stretching roughly from King William Street to Billingsgate. That said, the whole of Londinium was not much larger than Hyde Park, so the dock represented a fairly sizeable chunk of the settlement. At the centre of the harbour was a wooden landing stage measuring around 57m (187ft) long with a small jetty protruding from it. The land immediately behind the jetty was covered with large warehouses, known to the Romans as ‘horrea’, where goods were stored and beyond them stretched a network of roads and tracks leading to the residential part of Londinium.


Archaeological evidence suggests that, at first, the harbour was purely a place of work, with its employees commuting on foot from their homes a little further north along Cornhill, Poultry and Cheapside. However, its instant popularity as a port meant that the area rapidly developed. During the early decades of the second century, the landing stage was enlarged to accommodate more ships, and the old timber warehouses were replaced with more durable masonry constructions.


As Londinium expanded, hundreds of people flooded into the area looking for work and soon the limited accommodation north of the harbour proved insufficient. In response, new homes appeared along the riverside, the most impressive of which was the governor’s palace, which stood close to the site now occupied by Cannon Street Station. The palace, known by the Romans as the ‘praetorium’, was designed to impress both the inhabitants of the town and visiting dignitaries, many of whom were familiar with the opulence of Rome. Needless to say, no expense was spared in its construction. Despite being close to the noisy, sometimes malodorous docks and the chaotic, lively forum complex, the palace was spacious and airy, with panoramic views across the waters of the Thames. The building was designed for both private and state use – it combined living quarters for the governor, his family and staff with offices and large meeting halls used for formal entertaining. The halls were elaborately decorated with intricate mosaic floors and led to an elegant terrace that descended to the banks of the Thames. On warm summer evenings, guests could discuss civic matters while strolling amid calming fish pools or watch the sun set over the fields and forests beyond the river’s south bank. The location of the governor’s palace proved so pleasing that a formal residence remained on the site for over 200 years, by which time Londinium had grown into an important and wealthy city.


The first sign that the town had become a valued part of the Roman Empire came in about AD 122 when the Emperor Hadrian visited the city while on a tour of his northern provinces. In the months prior to his visit, many towns in Britain had been thrown into chaos following a major rebellion in the north. Although Londinium was largely unaffected by the events taking place hundreds of miles away, the governor was no doubt keen to present a united front to his commander-in-chief. Thus it is highly likely that the town received a major overhaul in anticipation of the imperial visit, with new buildings erected and shabby streets tidied up. In the event, Hadrian’s visit to Londinium was brief and largely uneventful, perhaps because the Emperor was more concerned with the construction of his eponymous wall stretching from Segedunum near Wallsend, north Tyneside, to the Solway Firth in the west. Despite this, his arrival would have been met with great excitement as it was rare for Londinium to receive high-ranking Roman officials, let alone the Emperor himself.


The improvements to the town in anticipation of Hadrian’s visit proved to be disastrously short-lived. Soon after the Emperor’s departure, a major fire swept through Londinium, wiping out a large part of the city including most of the dock building on the west side of the bridge. The cause of the fire remains shrouded in mystery as no mention of it is made in existing classical sources. We shall probably never know if it was the result of another uprising or simply began by accident like the Great Fire of 1666. However, what we do know is that it provided the catalyst for a massive development programme which continued for the next thirty years.


By the mid-second century, Londinium had established itself as a thriving cosmopolitan port city and was at the peak of its powers. Tacitus described how its streets ‘thronged with great numbers of merchants and abundance of merchandise’ and it is even mentioned in Ptolemy’s Geography, the great gazetteer of the Greco-Roman world, that ‘in the island of Albion, Londinium has its greatest day of 18 hours’. The city was finally on the Roman map.


One of the men responsible for Londinium’s rise in fortune was Julius Classicianus, who, in his capacity as Procurator, was responsible for reviving the city’s fortunes following the Celtic revolt. As part of his job, Classicianus oversaw all manner of civic activities from construction to communications. Archaeologists have found the Procurator’s official mark ‘PP BR LON’ (Procurator Provinciae Britanniae Londinii) on a diverse range of items dating from this period, from bricks through to metal stamps and writing tablets, giving some idea of the wide realm of activities in which the Procurator was involved.


A large quantity of the bricks ordered by Classicianus were used to enlarge the forum complex that stood on top of Corhhill, directly behind the docks. The forum was an integral part of day-to-day life in Londinium and represented the centre of the city both geographically and socially. It occupied a massive site and contained offices, shops and temples set around a large central courtyard. The most prominent building in the forum complex was the basilica, a huge edifice over 500ft long, which was used for a variety of civic affairs from court cases to political meetings. Although no detailed descriptions of Londinium’s basilica exist, studies of other examples from a similar period reveal that it would have been a tall stone building with an open plan interior bordered by rows of column-lined arcades from which members of the public could watch proceedings. In the centre lay a large raised area finished with smooth marble floor tiles. At one end stood a dais from which magistrates delivered their verdicts, politicians squabbled and orators addressed their audience. Outside the basilica, the interior of the forum complex provided a convenient meeting place where friends and colleagues could sit on the piazza watching their neighbours buzzing in and out of the shops that lined the perimeter or disappearing into one of the temples that stood within the courtyard for a few moments of peace and solitude.


Outside the forum, houses stretched westwards towards Ludgate Hill. Unlike British homes of today, Roman houses were long, low and usually positioned end-on to the road. By the middle of the second century, Londinium’s wealth and status were such that most homes were built of brick and stone rather than wood, although there is little doubt that those built for poorer inhabitants would have been constructed from cheaper, less durable materials. Roofs of the properties were either thatched or covered with fine terracotta tiles. Wealthier citizens who could afford more land built impressive villas set around a rectangular courtyard complete with fountains, mosaic floors and walls painted with elaborate murals. The intemperate British climate was made more bearable with hypocausts – underfloor central heating systems – that must have come as a great relief to visitors from the more southerly parts of the Roman Empire.


The residential areas were interspersed with small parades of shops, and towards the outskirts of the city lay several industrial areas. Tanneries and leather-workers’ shops have been found along the banks of the Walbrook, which at the time flowed from Finsbury out to the Thames near what is now Cannon Street railway bridge. One excavation site even revealed the remains of an abandoned Roman hide still pegged out on the ground after being tanned. The area now occupied by the Bank of England was once the domain for several bone and antler workshops within which craftsmen whittled the raw materials into handles for knives, beakers and even hinges. Nothing was wasted at these workshops. Even the discarded chips of bone were recycled as a surface material for roads. In recent years, archaeologists have found bone deposits on Roman thoroughfares that still bear the impressions of the thousands of hobnail boots that marched over them nearly 2,000 years ago. Further west, near the site of St Paul’s Cathedral, lay the potteries where thousands of cups, bowls and cooking vessels were crafted from the indigenous London clay and fired in smoky kilns.


Across the Thames, pieces of lamb skulls and butchers’ remnants are all that remain of the numerous slaughterhouses that once stood among the taverns and wooden shacks that lay in this poor district just outside the city boundary. The area we now know as Southwark held two main purposes for Roman Londoners. Firstly, it seems to have been the site for activities that, for one reason or another, the Romans preferred to keep outside the city walls: abbatoirs provided the residents with meat without them having to endure the blood-curdling noises of animals being slain, the stench of the blood and excrement, and the mess of the detritus. The area also held a large cemetery to which the dead were brought from across the water.


However, the south bank of the Thames was not only a place of death. Its streets were also places to which Roman Londoners came to eat, drink and make merry. Numerous clues to the Roman taverns of the south bank have been unearthed over the centuries, including flagons from which ale was swigged and plates, pots and cutlery from the inns’ kitchens. Roman cooking equipment such as saucepans was often made from bronze and so was very durable and lay for many centuries under the thoroughfares of Southwark, long after their owners had discarded them. With them lay the knives and spoons with which the Romans ate their food (they did not use forks) and the long skewers onto which meat was threaded before cooking. Roman taverns did not have names like today’s pubs. Instead they were identified by their location, which was advertised on the vessels used by their customers (these advertisements also served as property stamps). For example, one large jug found in Southwark is imprinted with the words ‘LONDINI AD FANUM ISIDIS’, which means ‘In London by the temple of Isis.’


At the docks across the water, the old wooden landing stage was eventually replaced with a sturdy new quay, capable of holding several sea-going ships side by side. Immediately behind the wood-planked quayside lay a collection of low, stone stores into which the ships’ cargoes were temporarily deposited prior to dispatch. Behind these buildings lay much larger warehouses which stored imported supplies for the town. As part of a vast empire, Londinium played host to a large number of Roman merchants, sailors and officials who hankered after goods from their homeland. Consequently, a huge variety of non-perishable commodities arrived in the port. During excavations, storage jars were found bearing inscriptions such as ‘Lucius Tettius Africanus’ finest fish sauce from Antipolis’ and ‘250 ... of green olives transported by Gaius … of Avernus.’ Africanus’s fish sauce – colloquially known as ‘garum’ – was an immensely popular condiment used to accompany a variety of foods in much the same way as tomato ketchup is used today. It was made by boiling whole fish until they had disintegrated into a paste, which was then decanted into jars and retailed both at the port and at shops throughout the province. Garum was a particularly popular accompaniment to oysters – a Roman delicacy farmed along the Thames estuary in Kent and Essex and brought by boat into the port to be sold fresh or pickled and put into storage. Oysters were eaten as snacks or hors d’oeuvres and were also believed to have miraculous medicinal properties. Roman apothecaries regularly prescribed a dose of oysters for complaints as diverse as sore throats, constipation and abscesses.


With the arrival of hundreds of Roman families in Londinium came the demand for high-quality pottery. The Celts had made their own earthenware for centuries but it tended to be rather roughly executed and was certainly too provincial for Roman tastes. Therefore the port warehouses became stacked with Samian ware (so called because it was originally made on the island of Samos) imported from Rome and Gaul. Samian pottery was a distinctive rich red/brown colour and was often decorated with classical designs in relief. It was vastly more expensive than locally produced pottery so Roman families tended to use it as tableware only, especially if important guests were visiting, in the same way as families use Wedgwood or Spode china today. The cheap locally produced pots were used for cooking where their low cost was seen as a positive boon – in the days before detergents, it was almost impossible to clean cooking vessels so once they became too dirty, the family simply threw them away and bought a new one.


Other household items imported into the dock were textiles such as silk damask, fine linen, ceramic ornaments, glassware, lamps, toys and votive offerings to the gods. Building materials from elsewhere in the British Isles were also imported to satisfy the almost constant development of the Roman city. Ragstone was brought up the Thames from Kent, tiles and brick came down from Bedfordshire and Northamptonshire, and Purbeck marble was shipped in from Dorset. In return, ships were loaded with diverse cargoes ranging from corn to large hunting dogs. Not surprisingly, one of the most successful exports from Britannia was a woollen cloth that was particularly efficient in the rain. Human cargo was also regularly transported from the Londinium docks: the quayside would have been the last sight a Celtic slave would have glimpsed of his homeland before embarking on a long and treacherous voyage to the far reaches of the empire.


Back inside the dock complex, a small market area lay close to the warehouses, used to sell perishable goods as quickly as possible. Housewives and slaves would crowd around the stalls stacked with fresh fish, shellfish, fruit and vegetables, keeping their eye out for a bargain. Further along the riverbank, merchants and ship owners occupied smart detached houses or ‘macellae’ that had views over the river to the small cluster of workshops, taverns and slaughterhouses on the opposite bank. Behind them lay the lowlier homes of the dock employees. These were probably built of timber as today no archaeological evidence of them exists. Later, the dock workers became the inhabitants of London’s first loft apartments when some of the old and disused warehouses were converted into domestic accommodation.


The docks were visited by a wide variety of ships with a huge selection of cargo. Although very little is known about the Roman ships that visited the port of Londinium, studies of three wrecks under the waters of the Thames at County Hall, Bermondsey and Blackfriars suggest that the largest overseas craft to dock at the port were sea-going merchant ships with wooden hulls and square sails, steered using two wooden side rudders. Larger craft weighed anchor at the mouth of the estuary where their cargo was loaded onto flat-bottomed lighters that were then steered up the Thames to the dock. Goods from other parts of Britain arrived on small sailing ships that could navigate both the coastal waters and the inland waterways. Once the ships and lighters arrived at the dock, the goods were cleared by customs officials and then unloaded.


Dockers responsible for unloading the ships had a particularly arduous job. Most goods arrived at the port in either barrels or ‘amphorae’ – large storage vessels with two carrying handles either side of the neck. The barrels were fairly easy to handle as they could be rolled off the ship straight into one of the nearby warehouses, but the amphorae were a different matter altogether. On average they weighed around 100lb (50kg), although some of the larger varieties could weigh up to 220lb (100kg) – the weight of a well-built man. The dock workers no doubt dreaded the arrival of a consignment of large amphorae and cursed their weight as they lugged them into the warehouses one by one.


Due to the unpredictable nature of shipping, it is highly likely that a good proportion of Roman dock labourers were employed on a casual basis. At the time, it was impossible to tell when a ship was going to arrive at the port. During winter months, bad weather could delay vessels for days or even weeks, making a complete mockery of the schedules. Often, several ships would arrive at the same time but once they were unloaded, the dock would once again be deserted. Thus began a tradition that was to continue for nearly 2,000 years, of men queuing at the London docks to be selected for work.


A typical dock employee’s family in Londinium lived unavoidably close to the breadwinner’s place of work due to the fact that no point in the city was more than 2 miles away from the harbour. As is still the case today, their homes reflected their status in terms of size and decoration, but while the wealthy families oversaw the goings-on at the docks from their opulent ‘macellae’ on the waterfront, attended to by numerous slaves, the workers within the complex (who represented the majority of Londinium residents) lived a more lowly existence. Couples tended to marry very young, at the age of 15 or 16, and would immediately set about starting a family that would often grow to include five or more children. Infant mortality was a big problem in Roman Britain and despite the fact that many residents lived into their 60s and early 70s, the sheer volume of infant deaths brought the mean life expectancy of a newborn down to just 25 years.


If a child survived its infancy, he or she would be educated to a greater or lesser extent depending on the amount of money the family had at their disposal. State schooling was not provided so children were either sent to private establishments or were taught at home, the basic subjects being reading and writing in both Latin and Greek, and simple arithmetic. Most people seem to have been literate, and wealthy Romans on secondment to Londinium regularly corresponded with friends and business associates in other provinces of the empire. A writing tablet addressed to a Londinium resident was rescued from the Walbrook in 1927. On the reverse it begins, ‘Greetings to Epillicus and all his fellows’ and after dealing with some mundane business affairs intriguingly requests that, ‘the girl be turned into cash.’ Even ordinary citizens seem to have been able to read and write as evidenced in some Latin found scratched on a Roman tile by an aggrieved worker who complained that, ‘Austalis has been going off by himself every day for these 13 days.’


If the head of the family had a trade, he would in all likelihood pass his knowledge and skills on to his sons who began employment in their early teens. There was little prospect of a career for women, who had to occupy themselves with domestic chores and raising children. If a family was sufficiently wealthy, they would purchase slaves from the local market to assist them in both commercial and domestic work. In Londinium, most slaves were either Celts who had been captured as prisoners of war or children abandoned by parents who could not afford to keep them. Once sold into slavery, these people became the property of their owner and were doomed to a life of servitude with little chance of freedom. The only ways a slave could extricate himself from his situation was either by escaping, being freed by a kindly master or buying his freedom, the value of which was generally the price for which the slave had been bought.


Very few specifics are known about the families that lived in and around the Londinium docks during Roman times, although from time to time archaeologists uncover tantalising references to the city’s first inhabitants. In 1806, excavations at Ludgate Hill revealed a tombstone commemorating an inhabitant named Anencletus, ‘a slave of the province’ who worked for the council. Another resident by the name of Turpillus engraved his name on a jar of wine and wished the drinker ‘good luck’, suggesting that he was perhaps a victualler or even a vineyard owner. On a gravestone found in 1980, a grieving father named Aurelius laments the death of his 10-year-old daughter, Marciana.


Another area that has revealed fascinating details of these ancient Londoners is religion. The Romans believed that their lives were quite literally in the lap of the gods. These fickle deities controlled every aspect of Roman Londoners’ lives. If bad luck befell them, they reasoned that it was because they had offended one of the gods. On a more positive note, the divinities could be appeased with offerings and would look favourably on the provider of the gifts. There were many Roman gods, each with a specific area of control but subordinate to their master, the great Jupiter. The major deities included Jupiter’s wife Juno, who was goddess of women; Mars, the god of war; Venus, the goddess of love and beauty; Minerva, the goddess of wisdom; and Diana, the goddess of hunting. Popular gods in Londinium included Bacchus, the god of wine, who watched over the vineyards and taverns; Vesta, the goddess of the home; and of course Neptune, god of the sea, who protected the island from invaders and ensured that ships bearing supplies or carrying passengers from the Continent had a safe passage.


As the Roman Empire expanded, new gods from other cultures were added to the Roman pantheon. For example, the Romans adopted the Egyptian goddess Isis and the Persian deity Mithras to whom a temple was erected in Londinium in the mid-third century. Following centuries underground, its rediscovery was rather ironically due to Adolf Hitler. It has since become arguably the most famous Roman ruin in the capital. In 1896, a stone slab was found in the subterranean River Walbrook depicting the god Mithras. Unfortunately its exact location was never recorded and as no other Roman artefacts were found with it, the carving was largely forgotten about. Nearly 60 years later, builders working on a bombed-out site on what had once been the east bank of the Walbrook discovered the ruins of what appeared to be an early Christian church. A team of archaeologists led by W. F. Grimes of the Museum of London were brought in to excavate the site further and to the dismay of the impatient developers, found that the remains were in fact a Roman temple to the god Mithras.


The Mithraic cult was a popular religion in third-century Roman London, with an all-male congregation comprising soldiers, government officials and wealthy merchants to whom the integral tenets of courage, honesty and purity appealed. They built an impressive temple to their god on the banks of the Walbrook, which at that time flowed at ground level. As Grimes and his team began excavating, they gradually revealed the remains of a building that was 60ft long by around 25ft wide, with a rounded triple-apse at one end within which stood a raised platform that would once have held the altar. Stretching away from the apse lay a large central nave in which the priests would have performed now obscure rites and rituals watched by the congregation who stood in long aisles either side, partially obscured by rows of classical columns. Intriguingly, excavations under the floor of the temple also revealed several small marble sculptures depicting various Roman gods including Minerva, Mercury and Serapis, who, like Isis, had roots in ancient Egyptian culture. It appeared that these figures had been deliberately hidden, suggesting that the priests had spirited them away during the reign of Constantine (AD 306–337) when Christianity began to take hold in Londinium. Quite naturally, the followers of Mithras no doubt assumed that the new monotheistic religion would be a flash in the pan and their deities would eventually be retrieved from their hiding place and reinstated within the temple.


In addition to the hidden treasures, the archaeologists found an expertly carved head of Mithras amongst the ancient rubble and instantly recalled the stone relief carving that had been found in roughly the same place in 1896. Suddenly, when viewed in this context, the Victorian find took on a far greater significance and so was brought out to be studied. On close inspection, it was found that the main image on the slab depicted Mithras slaying a sacred bull, flanked by his attendants Cautes and Cautopates, the representatives of sunrise and sunset. Known as the Tauroctony, this image was central to the Mithraic faith in the same way as the crucifixion is to Christianity, making it very likely that the carving originally hung over the temple altar.


The steady stream of finds at the Walbrook dig quickly caught Londoners’ imagination and the archaeological team were forced to open up the site to the general public, who were keen to see the temple ruins first hand. It quickly became one of the major tourist attractions in the city, with up to 7,000 people visiting in one afternoon and an onlooker describing the scene as ‘like sales in Oxford Street’. The interest generated by the temple made it clear to all concerned that it was going to be extremely difficult to resume the building works. Once the excavators moved back in, the entire temple site would be destroyed forever, but the government refused to purchase the site. For some time it seemed that the Temple of Mithras would vanish under the bulldozers, but sustained public pressure eventually resulted in the developers offering to move the remains to a new site a short distance away in Queen Victoria Street at their own expense. This generous but probably wise move, given the mood of the public, meant that the temple was saved for posterity and the developers could sleep with a clear conscience. It can still be visited today in its new location, while the original site is now occupied by a Brutalist-inspired office block that betrays little of the mystical heritage of its location.


The Walbrook river held religious status long before the temple to Mithras was built. It had been used as a source of fresh water since the area was first developed and there is evidence that it was regularly used in rites and rituals. In the early decades of Londinium, the newly Romanised Celts continued their macabre tradition of ritually decapitating human sacrifices and depositing their heads in the Walbrook as an offering to the gods. However, the most fascinating ritual was the mystical culture of curses. Religion and superstition in Roman Londinium were so closely linked that they at times overlapped. If bad luck befell a family it was perceived that the gods were responsible; it was also possible to ask deities to exact revenge on enemies. In order to do this, a note was written and dropped into a water source such as the Walbrook, which acted as a conduit between man and divinities.


One such note was discovered in the former riverbed of the Walbrook in the form of a small square piece of metal onto which the name Martia, otherwise known as Martina, had been hammered backwards – a sure sign that the writer meant Martina harm. Another curse, found in the Thames in the 1980s, asked Neptune to exact revenge within nine days on several wrongdoers including Silvicola, Sattavillus his son, Avitus and Varasius, although quite what these men had done to deserve such treatment is unclear. The most intriguing curse found to date was directed at a woman named Tretia (or Tertia) Maria who may have been blackmailing the author as the message reads, ‘I curse Tretia Maria and her life and mind and memory and liver and lungs mixed up together and her words, thoughts and memory. Thus may she be unable to speak what things are concealed …’


Life for Roman Londoners, especially those labouring in and around the dock, was hard and uncertain. The absence of modern medicines meant that death could come unexpectedly and quickly, and prior to the introduction of Christianity to the capital in the fourth century there was no prospect of a heavenly afterlife. Roman Londoners could gain immortality only through the status achieved during their lifetime – the higher the status, the more likely that their name would be recorded for posterity. Most of the thousands of labourers, warehousemen and clerks that undertook the essential work at the Roman dock vanished into obscurity almost as soon as they passed away, although some such as Martina and Austalis gained immortality through curses or the graffiti of a disgruntled co-worker. However, those higher up the social ladder achieved immortality in the form of gravestones.


Roman Londoners could be buried in one of two cemeteries situated a short distance outside the city boundary. The northern burial ground was on the site now occupied by St Bartholomew’s Hospital in Smithfield, while the southern graveyard lay across the river in Southwark. In the same way as we do today, Roman Londoners had a choice of being buried or cremated. To date, it is uncertain where Londinium’s crematoria lay, but evidence found in graveyards shows that once cremated, the deceased’s ashes were placed in a large urn and buried in one of the crematoria. The actual burial of a body included a certain amount of ritual; often family and friends accompanied the coffin to the graveyard and sometimes placed items in the grave that had some significance to the person that had died. These items could range from personal possessions such as jewellery, toys or favourite drinking flagons to the downright obscure. Excavations of the Roman cemetery at Smithfield revealed bodies buried with a bell, a comb and a chicken.


After death, the Romans believed that the deceased became quite literally a shadow or ‘shade’ of his former self and it was important for those still living to ensure that the shades had an easy and uninterrupted descent into the underworld. If the bodies of the dead were disturbed, their shadows could come back and haunt the living so consequently Roman graveyards were always outside the city boundaries and often behind a high wall or bordered by a river to ensure peace and quiet. The tombs of the dead reflected the occupants’ status. Wealthy members of society could have entire mausoleums constructed in their honour, often surrounded by tranquil gardens in which mourners could sit and contemplate their loss.


The majority of Romans, including the men and women who lived and worked in Londinium’s dock, would not have been able to afford the elaborate excesses of a mausoleum and so were usually buried in large communal underground chambers known as ‘columbaria’. Social societies and trades guilds often purchased columbaria and sold the spaces therein to their members by subscription, which usually also included the cost of the funeral. Poorer members of society were buried with little ritual in common graves located in the furthest reaches of the cemetery. Following interment, a stone was usually erected to the deceased and dedicated to either the gods of the underworld or the shades of the dead. The names of those who erected the gravestone were also often recorded and sometimes, if finances permitted, a likeness of the deceased was carved in relief.


Although there are no existing reports of Londinium coming under any major attack after the Boudiccan revolt, the governors were obviously concerned for the city’s safety. At the end of the second century, they decided that the fort in the north-western corner of the city was insufficient defence and so began construction of a huge wall which, when completed, ran right around the edge of the capital. Nearly 100,000 tons of ragstone were hauled up the Thames on barges from Kent and bonded together with mortar to make an impenetrable barricade for the city that measured a massive 20ft high by 8ft wide and ran for nearly 2 miles to the banks of the Thames. Once complete, the London Wall became one of the most impressive Roman building projects in the British Isles, rivalled only perhaps by Hadrian’s Wall in the north of England. The wall was an incredibly imposing sight, from both within the city and from the countryside that stretched beyond it. The inner walls were reinforced by huge banks of earth from which sentries could climb on top of the wall and survey the countryside for miles around. On the outer side lay a huge ditch, which served as an almost insurmountable obstacle for any hostile invaders intending to breach the wall. For Roman Londoners, particularly those who remembered how the city looked before construction, the London Wall must have added a claustrophobic air to the streets as it loomed above the shops and houses, shading the queues of pedestrians, traders, horses, carts and livestock that crowded around its gates waiting to get in and out of the city.


The city gates boasted round-the-clock security and were protected by drawbridges that could be lifted at short notice to cut off the most obvious points of entry. There were various routes into Londinium. Watling Street ran from the sea port at Dover, over the bridge into the city and out again through Newgate towards the West Country. Goods from Camulodunum (Colchester) in the east arrived through Aldgate, while Bishopsgate provided access to the road running north to York. The thoroughfare leading out through the fort at Ludgate followed the line of today’s Strand, while Stane Street led into the city across the Thames from Chichester. On busy market days, the streets in the capital, especially those on the trade routes above, must have been noisy, dirty and frenetic. Tacitus noted that Londinium ‘thronged with great numbers of merchants and merchandise’ as the traders brought in their goods from across the empire. Consequently, the properties in and around the docks, with panoramic views across the Thames to the south bank and beyond, became the most picturesque places in the capital and no doubt the most sought after.


By the advent of the third century AD, Londinium was a successful and busy outpost of the Roman Empire. The docks thronged with ships and the warehouses were packed so full of goods that, on occasion, more storage space had to be sought in the nearby forum. However, divisions were gradually beginning to appear across the Roman Empire and, very slowly, Londinium’s fortunes began to decline.


The trouble began in the late second century when the Governor of Britain, Clodius Albinus, challenged the Emperor Septimus Severus for control of the empire. In the event, his rebellion failed and in response Britain was divided into two parts – Superior and Inferior – with Londinium becoming the capital of the former. Shortly after it was annexed, the trade routes to and from the capital from other parts of the empire began to be attacked by Saxon pirates keen to get their hands on the luxury goods destined for the wealthy inhabitants of Londinium. Ship owners began to dread voyages to Britain. In addition to the constant threat of attack whilst at sea, the levels of the Thames were beginning to fall, making it increasingly difficult to get larger ships into the dock.


In the meantime, the Saxon pirates were becoming increasingly daring in their raids and were now venturing up the Thames to plunder the city itself. The Saxon raids forced Londinium’s officials to address the sticky problem of how to defend the dock and its surrounds. The huge wall that ran round the landward perimeter was extremely difficult to breach, but it was relatively easy for any invading force to enter the city via the north bank of the Thames. In an attempt to protect the rest of the capital, the officials decided to build another wall, this time around the perimeter of the docks to stop the Saxons from venturing further into the city. This move proved to be disastrous for Londinium’s dockland community as the wall effectively cut them off from the rest of the metropolis. The once easy routes out of the dock became ridiculously congested as carts laden with goods jostled to get through the narrow gate. The wall created a geographical divide between the dockland families and the rest of the citizens and, most worryingly, left them (and their businesses) at the mercy of any invaders. Once the gate to the city was closed, there was no escape.


There is no surviving record of how many dock residents and workers died after being trapped behind the wall, but with little means of escape it is likely that during a raid, casualties would have been extremely high. The very reason that had made the riverfront a popular place to live – the open panorama that stretched before it – now made it the most dangerous address in Londinium. Those that could afford it no doubt relocated as quickly as possible to the safer streets behind the dock wall and a good number of businesses operating along the foreshore relocated to a new site beyond the city boundary at Shadwell that not only provided an open escape route from marauding pirates but also was able to accommodate larger vessels.
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