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Description

The cover features a detailed and colorful map of London, highlighting its boroughs and neighborhoods. The map is divided into various sections, each represented by distinct pastel colors such as green, pink, yellow, and blue, to differentiate the boroughs. Streets, parks, and landmarks are labeled throughout the map. The map is designed in a radial pattern, with streets and boroughs radiating outward from the center.
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Introduction





Thirty-two. It is the number of pieces on a chessboard; the sum of piano sonatas by Ludwig van Beethoven. It was the final age of Bruce Lee, Alexander the Great, Mama Cass and Keith Moon (the latter two died in the same London bedroom on different dates, incidentally). Adults usually possess 32 teeth. Most importantly for present purposes, 32 is the number of boroughs in Greater London.


Some of the 32 are very famous. Westminster is known the world over thanks to its associations with government and royalty. Greenwich, too, for its connections to time and space. Camden, Hackney and Southwark are on the next tier of recognition; familiar to many if not universal.


And then we have boroughs like Havering and Bromley, whose exact location would stump many Londoners. Hillingdon, too, even though it receives a quarter of a million visitors per day via Heathrow Airport.


London’s 32-borough system has been in place since 1965. It’s had 60 years to bed down. The old ways, however, are tenacious. Many residents of Outer Boroughs such as Waltham Forest, Bromley or Kingston upon Thames still insist they live in Essex, Kent or Surrey. Some people write ‘Middlesex’ in their address, even though the whole county was willed out of existence in 1965. Only about 15 per cent of Londoners are old enough to have witnessed Middlesex as a functioning administration, but it lives on in hearts and minds, especially among cricket fans.


London’s boroughs, then, are slippery beasts. Not everybody understands the borough system, while some wilfully ignore it. Indeed, the whole question of what constitutes London is a difficult one. It has rival answers. Some would contend that an area must possess a London postcode. Others use the M25 orbital motorway as their boundary. Still others would consider anything on the tube map to be within the realms of Cockneydom.


[image: A rectangular street sign for Baker Street, W1, located in the City of Westminster.]


In this book, we take the official view. Greater London comprises the 32 boroughs along with the tiny City of London. No more, no less. If you live within this area, then you pay your council tax to a London borough. You benefit from various services and amenities available only to Londoners. And you have a vote in elections for the Mayor of London and London Assembly. It doesn’t matter if your postcode is HA3 (Harrow) or CR0 (Croydon), you are still part of the Greater London family. You live in a London borough.


[image: A sign for the London Borough of Enfield featuring a heraldic lion emblem.]


What do these boroughs actually do, anyway? All 32 operate in much the same way. The borough looks after most local services, including schools, libraries, planning applications, waste collection and so on. Each is overseen by a borough council, comprising elected officials and sometimes a directly elected borough mayor.


Since 2000, the 32 boroughs have worked alongside a higher tier called the Greater London Authority (GLA). This has responsibility for London-wide services, such as the Metropolitan Police, Transport for London and the London Fire Brigade. The GLA is steered by the Mayor of London and the London Assembly, all of whom are elected by Londoners.


This two-tier system is not quite the whole story. A 33rd local authority can be found within the metropolis. It is not a borough. This is the City of London, or Square Mile to give it the semi-official nickname. This tiny fiefdom has, since time immemorial, looked after itself, largely free of outside administration. The City is the traditional financial centre of London, generating about 2.5 per cent of the UK economy within a space you can walk across in half an hour. It is also the most historic area, with ruins dating back to the Roman occupation almost 2,000 years ago. As we’ll see, it has never quite danced to the same tune as the wider city it helped to create.


[image: A road sign at the top is a circular emblem featuring a crest, with the words “The Greater London Council” and “Borough of Havering” encircling it. Below the emblem, the sign reads: “Welcome to the London Borough of HAVERING.” Beneath this, the text reads, “Please drive carefully.”]


This book is a celebration of the 32 boroughs (plus the City) on the occasion of their 60th birthday. We’ll start with a brief introduction outlining how we came to be here; how the haphazard governance of yore slowly coalesced into the present system that, for all its faults, is decidedly more rational and effective than what came before. We then visit every borough in turn. Each is meticulously mapped, and accompanied by our choice of 10 or 12 key locations.


Actually, that last part was the hardest to nail. In a borough like Westminster, say, how do we pick out just a dozen points of interest, when we could field that many from Piccadilly or Whitehall or Strand alone? In truth, we applied no rules. We simply selected a handful of places that offer variety and interest. These are not always the most important or famous locations within a borough. For example, in the Westminster section, we’ve chosen to highlight a water pump in Soho but not the Houses of Parliament. Familiarity breeds indifference. A book full of well-known landmarks would be a chore to read – and to write.


At the same time, we didn’t want to get too obscure, lest this become yet another book of ‘secret hidden gems’. What we alighted upon was something of a balance, mixing locally famous buildings with lesser-known sites. So you’re as likely to find historic boundary markers, gnarled old trees or a clown’s gravestone in these pages as you are to encounter stately homes or small museums. Even so, we can barely scratch the surface of what the 32 boroughs have to offer. You could spend a lifetime exploring these enormous, heterogeneous, richly historic boroughs and still find surprises every day. We hope this book helps you better understand the structure and geography of Greater London. More importantly, we hope it inspires you to explore parts of the capital you might never have considered, and to make your own discoveries.


A note on terminology: throughout this book we’ve referred to important buildings and structures as being ‘listed’. This means the building has special protection from alteration or demolition, conferred by Historic England (formerly English Heritage). Three categories exist: Grade II, Grade II* and Grade I, the last of which is the most significant, indicating a truly exceptional building. Greater London contains about 600 Grade I listed buildings.


[image: A key to station symbols used in transportation maps. The first symbol is a red circle with a white train icon, labeled “National Rail.” The second is a blue circle with a white train icon, labeled “London Underground.” The third is an orange circle with a white train icon, labeled “London Overground.” The fourth is a turquoise circle with a white train icon, labeled “DLR.” The fifth is a green circle, labeled “London Trams.”]













A History of Local Government in London






London was founded by immigrants. Nobody knows exactly when or how they chose their spot, or who gave the orders. All we know is that at some point after AD 43, a detachment of Roman soldiers crossed the Thames and set up camp on the high ground; a routine day’s manoeuvre that teed up one of the greatest cities the world has ever seen.


The river was much wider in those times. The areas we now call Lambeth, Southwark, Stepney and Rotherhithe were all underwater at high tide. The Romans forded where they could and probably established their camp somewhere on Cornhill, the highest ground. Their group of tents became a fortification, which gradually grew into a settlement. At some point, it was decided that the nascent town should be called Londinium, probably leaning on a placename used by the local Celtic tribes.


Like any invaded peoples, the Celts were not altogether happy with their new imperial overlords. Londinium lasted about a decade before it was utterly destroyed by the army of Boudica, leader of the Iceni tribe from what is now Norfolk. The city was quickly rebuilt and fortified. Within a lifetime Londinium had grown to become the largest city in the Roman province of Britannia. Some 60,000 souls called it home by the middle of the second century. The defensive walls went up at the end of that century. Their positioning, and that of the gates, still determines much of the street plan of today’s Square Mile.


Key to Londinium’s success was the first London Bridge, a wooden structure that joined the town to the highest ground on the southern shore. What is now Borough High Street connected the bridge to Stane Street and Watling Street – two Roman roads that persist today, in part as the A3 and A2. The road network and the many dockside facilities meant the Roman city was exceptionally well connected both to other domestic centres and to overseas ports.


Londinium is widely assumed to have been the administrative capital for the whole province by the mid-second century. It was the largest, best-fortified city in the land, and archaeological references have been found to a ‘procurator’, a Roman official in charge of a province’s finances. The city was renamed Augusta for a brief spell in the fourth century, another hallmark of a provincial capital. Although small settlements, potteries and the like grew up along the Roman roads, most of the population remained within the city walls, or else across the water around the southern bridgehead. The city began to decline in the fourth century. Rome’s enemies were getting increasingly feisty. The death knell came around 410, when the legions were ordered to withdraw from Britannia to protect other parts of the empire. The city rapidly fell into disrepair and was entirely abandoned by the end of the century.


London’s focus shifted west. By the seventh century, Anglo-Saxon immigrants from Germany and Denmark had set up a new town slightly upriver, in the area of Strand and Covent Garden. Lundenwic, as it became known, developed into a thriving port. Indeed, the -wic part of the name means a trading port. It didn’t thrive for long, however. From the ninth century, the port came under pressure from Viking attack, and may have been entirely suppressed or captured.


[image: An ancient Roman-style helmet, drawn in a detailed sketch.]


Stride forward Alfred the Great. The famed warrior-scholar was able to repulse and subdue the Viking threat. By 886 he had full control of the London area. It was Alfred who began the resettlement of the old Roman city, by this time a heap of mossy ruins. Gradually, the western half was restored. Holes were knocked through the river wall to create landing places or hithes, allowing trade to thrive once again. A new pattern of streets began to emerge, one whose echoes last into our own time. Over the coming centuries, there would be fires, invasions and battles aplenty, but the core of London would never be deserted again. Indeed, the city would become the most important centre in the land, and the de facto capital of England.


[image: A historical map of early medieval London.]



London and Westminster on the eve of the Norman Conquest: the Anglo-Saxon city of London had developed within the old defensive walls of Roman Londinium, while Westminster Abbey had been established upriver on what was then Thorney Island.








The later years of Anglo-Saxon rule saw the origins of the City’s unique form of local government. It’s likely that a system of Wards and Aldermen had evolved by the tenth century, around which the City’s modern governance still revolves. At the same time, a rival centre was growing upriver. A monastery was established on an unpromising island in the mouth of the River Tyburn known, possibly on account of its brambles, as Thorney. Under King Edward the Confessor, this grew into a large church known as the West-minster, in contrast to the east minster of St Paul’s. Edward died just as the building was completed in 1066 and was buried within its walls. Westminster Abbey would become not only one of the most important religious sites in the land, but also a nexus of temporal power. The palaces of Westminster, Whitehall and St James’s would all grow within its purlieus, as would the wider machinery of state. The word ‘Westminster’ is now a metonym for national government.






Counties, hundreds and parishes: 11th–19th centuries





The Anglo-Saxon period had also seen the beginnings of the county system. Norfolk and Suffolk were the lands of the ‘north folk’ and ‘south folk’. Essex, Sussex and Middlesex derive from the east-, south- and middle-Saxons. Surrey comes from Suthridge, meaning the southern region. The many counties ending in -shire, denoting a formal administrative region, also betray an Anglo-Saxon origin. Kent alone in the south-east predates the Saxons, and even the Romans. The name is of Celtic origin, and dates back to at least the fourth century BC, when Greek voyagers refer to it as Kantion. Its meaning is debated, but Kent is possibly the oldest English placename still in use.


When William of Normandy made his somewhat eventful crossing to England in 1066 he found a London that was still tiny. The city proper was little bigger than the area enclosed in the old Roman walls. Nearby settlements such as Westminster, Southwark and Stepney were separate villages, set apart by open fields. It would be centuries before their identities would be subsumed into London. Rather, these places outside the old centre were considered parts of Middlesex or Surrey, with villages to the east lying in Kent or Essex. Such allegiances lasted well into the 19th century. Most Dickens novels, for example, will have the characters crossing the river ‘to the Surrey shore’, even though London had long sprawled out into a continuous development.




[image: A historical map showing the counties and hundreds of the London region.]



The administrative map of the present Greater London area at the beginning of the 19th century, which included the counties of Middlesex, Essex, Kent and Surrey and their ancient subdivisions, known as hundreds.








Medieval society operated along feudal lines, with all land technically owned by the King. Counties were subdivided into smaller units known as hundreds, a system established by the Anglo-Saxons and continued by the Norman conquerors. Middlesex, for example, was broken down into six hundreds (see map): Edmonton, Elthorne, Gore, Isleworth, Ossulstone and Spelthorne. The hundred was a more manageable unit for administration. Its purpose and powers varied over time, but it typically oversaw local justice, defence and taxation. Each hundred was then itself subdivided into parishes, both for religious purposes, but also as units of local government, overseen by boards known as vestries.


The hundred system lasted for a thousand years. The hundreds around London were modified on occasion, such as during the 17th century when Ossulstone was further segmented into five divisions. But essentially, the boundary maps established before the Norman Conquest were largely intact at the coming of the railways. Despite their longevity, few today remember names like Ossulstone, Gore or Elthorne. The words linger on in the names of schools or roads, but nobody would say, ‘I’m heading over to Elthorne tomorrow,’ or ‘My boyfriend lives in Gore.’ Names such as these have vanished from the map, but their boundaries are still with us. Ossulstone, for example, corresponds very closely to the five Inner London boroughs north of the river, plus Ealing, Brent, Barnet and Haringey. Perhaps we should revive the name. (It comes from Oswald’s Stone – a chunk of rock, possibly Roman, that once stood near where Marble Arch is today. It survived in place right up until the Victorian period, when it seems to have been stolen. It may reside unrecognized in somebody’s back garden to this day.)


London remained a small city with outlying villages and market towns for many centuries. It was not until the 17th century that areas such as Soho, Covent Garden, Mayfair and Bloomsbury appeared. The John Rocque map of 1746 still shows open fields north of Oxford Street and Great Ormond Street. From his home in what would soon become the British Museum, the Duke of Montague had uninterrupted views to the hills of Hampstead and Highgate. That would quickly change. The city was on a growth spurt, unchecked and unplanned. No local authority had the power to stop aristocratic landowners from developing their lands however they saw fit, and so the great estates of the West End filled out. Less salubrious areas were also on the march. The rapid growth of the docks in the 18th and 19th centuries spurred development of surrounding areas such as Whitechapel, Wapping, Rotherhithe and Ratcliff.




[image: A map showing the Poor Law Unions in the Greater London area during the 1830s.]



The Poor Law Unions (PLUs) in the present Greater London area that were established in the 1830s. Note how some PLUs spanned traditional county boundaries.








The most significant change, however, was the coming of the railways from the 1830s. Nothing before or since has stimulated the city’s growth to the same extent. The arrival of quick, reliable and often cheap transport was the fountainhead for whole new suburbs, increasingly distant from the centre. London sprawled, and its historic centre became ever more crowded. Disease and poverty swelled. New systems of control were needed to tame the beast and put checks and balances on future development. The old system of hundreds and parishes needed a shake-up.









Early forms of local government: 1830s onwards





For the first half of the 19th century, London muddled along with a confusing tapestry of hundreds, vestries, local boards, constabulary, judiciary and county-level administration. Actually, tapestry is the wrong word. It implies a tight, planned weave. This London had all the cohesion of a gibbon orchestra. The one exception was the City of London, which endured with its system of self-governance as though times were still immemorial. Meanwhile, the wider London area was growing faster than its motley overseers could handle.


A series of legislative changes gradually brought some order to the chaos. The first was the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. This standardized the model by which the poorest in society were given financial assistance, known as poor relief. Before the Act, every parish had its own way of raising and distributing money. After the Act, parishes were grouped into unions overseen by a board of guardians, who were partly elected by ratepayers. These entities had one job: improve the lot of the poor. But the boundaries drawn up for this exercise would go on to influence later, more holistic forms of local administration.


The Public Health Act of 1848 pulled a similar trick for health and sanitation. London and its environs had recently been rocked by a series of cholera epidemics. Thousands had died. Filthy living conditions were clearly part of the problem. The Act allowed the creation of local Boards of Health, which oversaw drains, water supply and other sanitary factors in a given area. These boards often overlapped with poor-relief districts, and here we see nascent moves towards a proper borough system. This act covered England and Wales, including what we now call Outer London. It did not apply to the areas closer to the centre of the capital, which were so dense and complicated that they needed their own legislation.




[image: A map of London and its surrounding areas, showing boroughs, neighborhoods, and key landmarks, with the River Thames running through the city.]



A map of the area controlled by the Metropolitan Board of Works and its constituent districts and vestries as established in 1856.








This was the Metropolitan Commission of Sewers Act 1848. It created a single body to oversee sanitary matters within what we’d now call Inner London. The Commission brought together eight earlier bodies who had all been busy doing things their own way, uniting them under one central command. The area covered was deliciously described by the Act as ‘any such other place in the Counties of Middlesex, Surrey, Essex and Kent or any of them, being not more than twelve miles distant in a straight line from St. Paul’s Cathedral, but not being in the City of London or the liberties thereof’. Because, of course, the City was staying out of this one, too.


Further important legislation continued to strengthen local governance throughout the century. Education took a step forward in 1870 with the creation of the London School Board. This oversaw education for all children in the London area and built some 400 new schools during its 30-year existence. It became the first city-wide administrative body to be directly elected. Meanwhile, the creation of Sanitary Districts in 1875 improved on the previous Boards of Health. These new administrative units were legally obliged to ensure sanitary conditions in their areas. While all this was going on, another London-wide entity was moving the capital forward in all kinds of impressive ways.









Metropolitan Board of Works: 1856–89





The first meaty attempt to subdivide London into separate borough-like entities came off the back of the Metropolis Local Management Act of 1855. This created the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW), an upper tier of local government that would oversee infrastructure projects across the capital. The MBW boundary corresponded roughly to modern Inner London though, of course, the City of London remained outside its purview.


The MBW area was divided into 39 administrative districts (see map), based on the boundaries of existing parish vestries (some stand-alone, some grouped together). Its chief responsibility was to build the big infrastructure stuff – sewers, roads, bridges etc. – but, as time went on, it would dabble in other arenas. The MBW was not yet the wide-ranging city council that would mature in the 20th century, nor was it democratically elected, but it was the most centralized system yet devised for the modern capital.


[image: Logo of Metropolitan Board of Works (M B W).]



The Arts and Crafts-inspired logo of the Metropolitan Board of Works.








Its economy of scale allowed the MBW to achieve great things. Before its formation, for example, London’s sewer system was a groaning, leaking, honking mess. Most of the city’s effluent ended up in the central Thames. Everyone agreed that the situation needed fixing, not least the House of Commons, whose work was repeatedly disrupted in 1858 by the stench of the river. Chancellor and future Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli described the Thames as ‘a Stygian pool, reeking with ineffable and intolerable horrors’. A solution to this ‘Great Stink’ might have been beyond the patchwork of authorities of the previous decade, but the newly formed MBW had the clout to get things done. Step forward Joseph Bazalgette, a remarkable engineer and planner whom we shall meet throughout this book. As the MBW’s chief engineer, he oversaw construction of a comprehensive sewer network. Its interceptors ran alongside the Thames beneath new embankments, which would also carry underground railway lines and service tunnels. It was, arguably, the greatest engineering project ever carried out in London.


[image: A detailed architectural drawing of the headquarters of the Metropolitan Board of Works in Spring Gardens with ornate classical design elements.]



The headquarters of the Metropolitan Board of Works in Spring Gardens, constructed in 1859, later the head office of the London County Council until 1922, and demolished in 1971.










Description

The structure features a classical design with intricate decorative elements, including ornate cornices, pilasters, and arched windows. The facade is symmetrical, with a prominent central entrance framed by columns and an elaborate pediment above the doorway. The windows on each floor are evenly spaced, with decorative moldings and keystones accentuating their design. The building's corner is slightly rounded. The drawing is monochromatic, using fine lines and shading. The perspective highlights the building’s corner, showcasing both adjoining sides.


The MBW’s early meetings took place in Guildhall, with cramped office space in what had been the Westminster Commission of Sewers building in Soho Square (still there, and now known as the House of St Barnabas). Before long, the MBW gained a purpose-built headquarters beside The Mall on Spring Gardens (no longer there; demolished in the 1970s to make way for the unlovely building of the British Council). For three generations, this site was the nearest thing London had to a ‘city hall’.


The MBW had many other successes besides the sewers and Embankment. We can thank them (or shake our fists at them) for the series of major roads carved through the centre of town in the second half of the 19th century. Shaftesbury Avenue, Charing Cross Road, Northumberland Avenue, Southwark Street … all were smashed through by the MBW’s men, clearing out slums in the process. Such developments helped ease traffic snarl-ups, but displaced thousands of London’s poorest without compensation. The MBW also went on a major bridge-building spree. Battersea, Hammersmith and Putney bridges were all opened within four years of one another, all designed by the tireless Bazalgette. Spacious municipal parks were yet another achievement of the MBW. If you’ve ever enjoyed a stroll in Finsbury Park, Southwark Park or Dulwich Park, then you can whisper thanks to the Metropolitan Board of Works.


[image: A detailed architectural line illustration presents the grand County Hall on the south Bank of the Thames at Lambeth, with a balanced, symmetrical design.]



The grand County Hall on the south bank of the Thames at Lambeth, originally opened in 1922 and extended in the 1930s. It later served as the Greater London Council headquarters from 1965 to 1986.










Description

The steeply pitched roof extends across the structure and supports several tall chimneys placed at regular intervals. The facade displays evenly spaced rectangular windows across multiple levels. At the center, a prominent entrance features ornate columns that support an arched pediment. The left section includes a rounded corner with arched windows and detailed stonework, while the right section transitions into a gabled roof with additional columns. Fine line work and hatching define depth, texture, and structural detail throughout the illustration.


As the century neared its end, serious problems began to plague the MBW. Allegations of corruption, lack of transparency, cronyism and bribery piled up as the organization came under increasing press scrutiny. ‘The Metropolitan Board of Perks’ became a popular nickname, coined by Punch magazine in 1888. A Royal Commission enquiry was launched to look into the charges. But times had moved on. While the Commission was still reporting, changes to London’s political make-up were already underway. A new county council system would replace, refresh and widen the MBW’s ambit. The MBW was dissolved on 21 March 1889. It left London in a much better state than it had found it 33 years earlier, but the city still faced intense problems that needed a more accountable, democratic form of government.









London County Council: 1889–1965





The downfall of the MBW was a phoenix-like moment for London. Out of its ashes grew the London County Council, the most far-reaching and rational form of government yet imposed on the capital. The LCC had a dizzying purview, overseeing everything from the London School Board and London Fire Brigade to town planning, medical care and the tram network. In contrast to the MBW, it was also democratically elected.


The transformation was not immediate, however. The old vestry and district boards lingered on for a decade, until the LCC fully matured in 1900 with the London Government Act 1899. At this time, London was organized into 28 Metropolitan Boroughs within the so-called County of London (see map on page 20). These varied enormously in size, from tiny Holborn, which one might saunter across in ten minutes, to mighty Wandsworth, which stretched from Richmond Park to Streatham and Clapham. Essentially, the 28 Metropolitan Boroughs covered a similar area to modern Inner London.


The LCC immediately set about implementing its own programme of improvements. These included the Blackwall Tunnel (1897), which knitted together the northern docklands with the Greenwich Peninsula and the Kentish lands to the south. The Aldwych and Kingsway project (1905) smashed through some of London’s last remaining slums to build a grand continental-style avenue. Vauxhall Bridge came in 1906, followed by Lambeth Bridge in 1932. After the old MBW offices in Spring Gardens became too small, the LCC built itself a palatial new headquarters in Lambeth. County Hall, still standing today behind the London Eye, took 11 years to build. It opened in 1922, and was greatly extended in the 1930s.


[image: The coat of arms of the London County Council, with a red cross, golden lion, and wavy blue lines beneath a mural crown.]



The coat of arms of the London County Council, granted in 1914.










[image: A historical map of London showing county and metropolitan borough boundaries.]



The County of London was established in 1889, but reached maturity in late 1900 when it was divided into 28 Metropolitan Boroughs.








The LCC’s most demanding task was not so much to masterplan these individual projects, but to oversee the growth of London as a whole. In 1891, the population of London’s metropolitan area stood at 5.5 million. By 1939 it had reached 8.6 million. Much of this growth occurred far from the centre, beyond the LCC boundary in neighbouring counties. New residential suburbs grew up along railway lines – a phenomenon, particularly when applied to the north-western suburbs along the Metropolitan line, known as Metro-land. Meanwhile, to the east, the LCC built the world’s largest council-led housing project with the creation of the Becontree estate – well beyond the LCC boundary in Essex. Such was the pull of these new suburbs that London proper saw a shrinking population for the first time in centuries. The situation was exacerbated by the Second World War. Many people moved out of the centre from fear or necessity.


The combined effect was a city of confusing identity. Where did London now stop? Officially, it was defined by the County of London boundary, which encompassed the 28 Metropolitan Boroughs. But as you can see from our map of the LCC, a number of major population centres lay just over the boundary. Places like Stratford, Willesden, Wimbledon and Chiswick were contiguous with the County of London, but not of it. Slightly further out, centres such as Croydon, Harrow and Bromley were also knocking on the door. By the late 1930s, this suburban areola was more populous than the County of London itself.


The picture was further confused by the variety of administrative flavours. As we’ve seen, London proper was divided into 28 Metropolitan Boroughs (plus the City of London, still doing its own thing). But just outside the border you might encounter three alternative arrangements:




	Urban District: The commonest form of local authority, with a directly elected council. Despite the name, many of the Urban Districts around London were largely rural in the early 20th century.


	Municipal Borough: Similar to an Urban District, with a directly elected council, but also some fancy-pants civic baubles, like a charter of incorporation, a mayor and aldermen.


	County Borough: Urban Districts and Municipal Boroughs had some autonomy, but they still came under the ambit of the wider county (e.g. Essex or Surrey). County Boroughs, on the other hand, were like mini-counties in their own right – a bit like Unitary Authorities under the modern system of local government. The London area contained three: Croydon, East Ham and West Ham.







[image: A map of Greater London and surrounding counties showing proposed borough boundaries.]



A map of the 52 boroughs proposed by the Herbert Commission in its 1960 report, and the bewildering administrative variety that existed up until that time.










Majority party leaders of the LCC


Thomas Farrer (Progressive): 1889–90


James Stuart (Progressive): 1890–92


Charles Harrison (Progressive): 1892–98


Thomas McKinnon Wood (Progressive): 1898–1907


Richard Robinson* (Municipal Reform): 1907–08


William Peel* (Municipal Reform): 1908–10


William Hayes Fisher (Municipal Reform): 1910–11


Cyril Jackson* (Municipal Reform): 1911–15


Ronald Collet Norman* (Municipal Reform): 1915–18


George Hume* (Municipal Reform): 1918–25


William Ray (Municipal Reform): 1925–34


Herbert Morrison (Labour): 1934–40


Charles Latham (Labour): 1940–47


Isaac Hayward (Labour): 1947–65


Note: The Progressives were a political party allied to the Liberals, while the Municipal Reform party were aligned with the Conservatives.


*Also served as Chairman of the LCC.





It was an unhinged tessellation. A 30-minute walk across Penge, for example, could take you through all four styles of local authority. This perplexing patchwork, coupled with the rapid growth of the suburbs, led to increasing calls for reform. Something bigger was needed to tie it all together. A few provisional measures opened the door to wider change. The establishment in 1933 of the London Transport Board harmonized transport over the wider area. Green Belt legislation in the 1940s then put the brakes on further unrestrained growth. The real breakthrough, however, came with the Royal Commission on Local Government in Greater London, more succinctly known as the Herbert Commission, after its chair Sir Edwin Herbert. It was set up in 1957 and reported in 1960. Its recommendations included the creation of a council for a ‘Greater London’, comprising 51 local boroughs over a much larger area than the existing County of London. The model, if not the mould, for the present system of local government had been set. The Greater London Council was about to be born.









Greater London Council: 1965–86





The mid-1960s were a turning point for the city in so many ways. London was, notoriously, ‘Swinging’, the world centre of fashion, youth culture and rock ’n’ roll. The city was also undergoing the most radical demographic change in its history as large numbers of migrants arrived from Commonwealth countries. Meanwhile, new styles of architecture were emerging from Second World War bomb sites; the Square Mile was growing up with the first wave of skyscrapers and monolith office blocks. London began to shake off the old ways, of war and of empire, potently symbolized by the 1965 funeral of Winston Churchill. As his coffin sailed along the Thames, the cranes dipped as a mark of respect. They too would be gone within a decade.




The Ghosts of Boroughs Past


Wander the streets of London with an open eye and it won’t take long to spot a phantom. ‘Borough of Finsbury’ says a street sign on Whitecross Street. Over on Whitechapel High Street, a sign suggests we’re in the ‘Borough of Stepney’. Fleet Road and its neighbour Agincourt Road still cling on to the ‘Borough of Hampstead’, as do a disproportionate number of streets in that area. All these road signs are charmingly out of date by 60 years, for none of these boroughs now exist.


Further remnants can be spied on street furniture. Some of the bollards north-west of Spitalfields Market are stamped ‘MBS’, a reminder of the vanished Metropolitan Borough of Shoreditch. The same mark can be found on posts in Limehouse, though here they recall the Metropolitan Borough of Stepney. All are sentinels from the era of the London County Council, still standing guard a lifetime after their custodians disappeared.


The most obvious hangovers from the LCC era, however, are the town halls – often the grandest buildings in a given neighbourhood. Some, such as Lambeth Town Hall in Brixton and Newham Town Hall (formerly East Ham Town Hall) have continued in civic use. Others, such as the town halls of Finsbury, Shoreditch and Fulham, have found other purposes. Perhaps the most successful afterlife is enjoyed by Battersea Town Hall which, since the 1970s, has drawn people from all over London and beyond as Battersea Arts Centre.


[image: A vintage-style street sign for St. Giles High Street in the Borough of Holborn.]



Old ‘Borough of Holborn’ street name plate.











The Greater London Council (GLC) budded out into this brave new London. It had been created on the back of the London Government Act 1963, which had taken the recommendations of the earlier Herbert Commission and fine-tuned them into a workable plan for London. This was to be a much-enlarged city. The old County of London covered just over 300 square kilometres (116 square miles); the newly minted Greater London would stretch to five times that size.


The plan called for the creation of 32 London Boroughs, each with a directly elected council. But how to slice and dice? Their formulation caused untold friction among and within existing authorities. Who would get merged with whom? What would the new borough be called? Why should our small village, a proud part of Kent since time immemorial, join up with those horrible London folk? That kind of thing. As London grew, so logically the surrounding counties shrank. Essex, Hertfordshire, Kent and Surrey were all nibbled away at. Middlesex was entirely abolished. This was the most radical shake-up of local government, and personal identities, in modern British history. Naturally, there were many dissenting voices.


The 32 new borough councils were voted in during 1964 and had the task of finding names for themselves. Some, such as Croydon, came easily. Others were hotly contested. Borough 3, for example, contained the two equally matched heavyweights of Kensington and Chelsea. Which of the two names should be adopted? Or might an entirely new name be preferred? Nominative battles raged across the gestating map. Meanwhile, the press chimed in with their own, often whimsical suggestions (see box below).


The man to cut through this multi-dimensional Gordian knot was Keith Joseph, Minister for Housing and Local Government. He set out best practice for choosing new names. These should not be hybrids or composites, they should be short, and they must reflect the local area. He was particularly keen that boroughs avoid making a Frankenstein’s monster out of existing names. For example, Bornhamcras should not be the result of uniting Holborn, Hampstead and St Pancras. Nor should boroughs tie together two whole names in the manner of a solicitors’ firm. No Battersea and Wandsworth, say, and certainly no Edmonton, Enfield and Southgate.


[image: The coat of arms of the Greater London Council's emblem features a gold crown on a pink background above wavy blue and white stripes.]



The coat of arms of the Greater London Council, granted in 1966.










Boroughs from an alternative universe


The naming of the 32 boroughs was an often-fraught process. In most cases, alternative names were suggested and debated before the final choice was made (80 different options in the case of Camden). Here are some of the stranger ones.


Barking and Dagenham: Rippleway, Rodingbean


Barnet: Northsex, Barfindon


Brent: Wibley (newspaper suggestion)


Bromley: Kentgate


Camden: St Holstead, St Bornstead (imaginary saints created from portmanteaus of the merging boroughs)


Hackney: Kingstoke Downs, Newlee


Hammersmith and Fulham: Fulhammer


Havering: Liberty, Inglebourne


Hillingdon: Heathrow


Islington: Whittington, Sadler


Kensington and Chelsea: Chelsington, The Royal Borough


Merton: Wimbledon-on-Wandle, Wimmercham


Newham: Uniham, Listerham, Twainham (newspaper suggestion)


Redbridge: Churchill


Richmond upon Thames: Royal Parks


Southwark: Elephant


Sutton: Treeswater, Aultone


Waltham Forest: Stowchingley


Wandsworth: Spencer


Westminster: Maryminston, Mae West Padding (newspaper suggestion)







[image: A map showing the boroughs of Greater London established by the London Government Act of 1963, with boundaries and surrounding counties.]



A map of the 32 boroughs of Greater London that we are familiar with today, established by the London Government Act 1963, along with the names that had been chosen for each by January 1964, and later boundary changes.










Leaders of the GLC


Sir Bill Fiske (Labour): 1964–67


Sir Desmond Plummer (Conservative): 1967–73


Sir Reg Goodwin (Labour): 1973–77


Sir Horace Cutler (Conservative): 1977–81


Ken Livingstone (Labour): 1981–86





Joseph’s rules were largely obeyed. The only composite was Kensington and Chelsea, who simply could not agree to go one way or the other. In 1979, the borough of Hammersmith gave in to internal pressure to become Hammersmith and Fulham, while Barking became Barking and Dagenham a year later. Since then, the borough names have remained unchanged, save for the elevation of Greenwich to Royal Borough status in 2012. Boundaries have also remained largely consistent over the decades, with a few exceptions (see map on page 25).


Greater London came into being on April Fool’s Day, 1965. Like the LCC before it, the Greater London Council found itself immediately superintending some big digs. Unlike the LCC it was unsuccessful at delivering them. The biggest, in cahoots with the national government, was a plan to build a central motorway loop (actually shaped like a box) for the convenience of the motorist. This would have been decidedly inconvenient for residents of places like Brixton and Camden Town, areas that would now have a very different vibe had an eight-lane motorway passed through. The plans met fierce resistance and were cancelled before too much damage could be done. Happily, the wholesale redevelopment of Covent Garden was also stymied.


[image: An illustration of Norman Foster’s City Hall on the south bank of the Thames beside Tower Bridge, with a distinctive curved, dome-like shape.]



Norman Foster’s City Hall on the south bank of the Thames beside Tower Bridge, opened in 2002 and the headquarters of the Greater London Authority until 2021.










Description

The structure features a facade made up of numerous rectangular glass panels arranged in a grid pattern, forming a curved building that in profile looks like a quadrant of a circle. The building is elevated on a platform supported by columns, and its base is surrounded by a waterfront area with a few bollards and railings visible.


The GLC had more success in later years. The Thames Barrier, for example, is a much-applauded flood defence opened (or closed) by the GLC in 1982. Around the same time, the M25 orbital motorway completed its near-circuit of the capital, bringing endless joy and convenience to all motorists who use it.


The Greater London Council was destined for a short life. Come the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government argued that this upper tier of local administration was costly and unnecessary. That was the official attack line. Thatcher’s dislike of the GLC’s cantankerous leader, Ken Livingstone, and his radical left-wing policies was no doubt another factor. The spat between the two is widely regarded as one of the key motivations for the disbanding of the GLC.


The Iron Lady won, and the council was wound up on 31 March 1986. Its powers and responsibilities largely passed to the local boroughs. For the first time in generations, London had no upper tier of government. The boroughs were on their own. Thatcher’s powers would soon wane, but Livingstone would be back for more.









No central control: 1986–2000





The UK remained under a Tory government for another 11 years after Thatcher’s abolition of the GLC. Most public services were handled by local borough councils. Some, such as the fire service, were managed by joint boards. London’s rail and bus network, meanwhile, came under the auspices of the Secretary of State for Transport. It was a return to the days when power and responsibilities were shared among a hotchpotch of organizations, and no single person or committee had oversight. County Hall, the seat of local government for most of the 20th century, was sold off to an entertainment company. It would eventually become home to a hotel, aquarium, the London Dungeon and other diversions. Where once officials debated urban regeneration and the routes of future tube lines, now you can cuddle a Hollywood ogre.


The return of Labour to power in 1997 changed the equation. Labour had never been in favour of the GLC’s abolition and was keen to reinstate a higher tier of local government for London. The chosen model would see an elected mayor and assembly, as seen in many American cities. The idea was put to public referendum in 1998 and found overwhelming support. Within two years, Londoners would be returning to the ballot box for London’s first ever mayoral election.









Greater London Authority: 2000–present





The arrival of the Greater London Authority really did feel like a new chapter for London. It coincided with a new millennium, and with it a veritable advent calendar of landmark developments around the city. The Millennium Dome, the Millennium Bridge, the London Eye, Tate Modern, the Jubilee line tube extension, the Great Court of the British Museum … London felt like a new city. In among it all was the shiny new City Hall building, inhabited by a not-so-shiny, not-so-new Mayor of London called Ken Livingstone. ‘As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted fourteen years ago …’ he quipped in his victory speech, referring to his acrimonious departure from the GLC all those years before.




mayors of london


Ken Livingstone (Independent/Labour): 2000–08


Boris Johnson (Conservative): 2008–16


Sadiq Khan (Labour): 2016–present





The new City Hall building beside Tower Bridge looked like a herald of the future. Shaped like a fencing mask – or a ‘giant glass testicle’, as Livingstone memorably described it – this was a landmark building for the city’s new administration. The Mayor of London had power over the Metropolitan Police Force, the newly created Transport for London, the London Fire Brigade and emergency planning, and oversight of what gets built in the city. If London were one big nautical analogy, then the individual borough councils still had command of their decks, while the mayor was captain of the ship. The mayor is aided (or sometimes stymied) in this mission by a motley crew of 25 Assembly Members, all selected by public vote.


To date, the office of Mayor of London has seen only three incumbents in its quarter-century history: Ken Livingstone, future Prime Minister Boris Johnson, and Sadiq Khan. All served more than one term, all had very different styles of leadership, and all have courted controversy in various ways. Current mayor Sadiq Khan is the first to win a third term in office, despite his highly contentious policy of widening the ULEZ (ultra-low emission zone), which automatically charges drivers of more-polluting vehicles. Khan also oversaw a move of City Hall from its original home beside Tower Bridge to the relatively remote location in the Royal Docks, seemingly without half of London noticing. For all its prestige, the London mayoralty can still slip below the radar.


[image: An architectural sketch of the striking form of the new City Hall at Royal Victoria Dock in Newham, with a striking, angular design.]



The striking form of the new City Hall at Royal Victoria Dock in Newham, originally opened as an exhibition centre in 2012 and the headquarters of the Greater London Authority since 2021.










Description

The structure features sharp, geometric lines and a dynamic composition, with sections of the building jutting outward at various angles. The facade is dominated by large glass panels. The building appears to have multiple levels, with a cantilevered upper section extending over the entrance area. The sketch uses cross-hatching and shading techniques. Small human figures are included near the base of the building.
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