

[image: image]




 


 


 


Jon E. Lewis lives in Wandsworth and Herefordshire. He is the author of numerous books including England: The Autobiography, The British Soldier: The Autobiography, Eye-Witness D-Day, Eye-Witness The 20th Century and The New Rights of Man.


 


Praise for his previous books


 


England: The Autobiography:


‘A triumph.’


Saul David, author of Victoria’s Army



The British Solider: The Autobiography:


‘This thoughtful compilation . . . almost unbearably moving.’


Guardian


‘[A] compelling tommy’s eye view of war.’


Daily Telegraph


‘What a book. Five Stars.’



Daily Express






London


THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY


2000 Years of the Capital’s Historyby Those who Saw it Happen


[image: Image]


EDITED BY


Jon E. Lewis


[image: Image]



 

 

 

 

 

COPYRIGHT


Published by Robinson


ISBN: 978-1-78033-750-0


Compilation and introductions copyright © J. Lewis-Stempel, 2008


For individual extract permissions, please see pages 501–15


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Robinson

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




 


 


 


 


 



For Penny, a London girl




[image: Image]





Illustrations


[image: Image]

1 Map of Roman London with its grid of straight roads. Mary Evans Picture Library (10052954)

2 London Bridge and the Tower, from Mediaeval London, William Benham & Charles Welch, 1901

3 Wat Tyler, leader of the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt, is slain at Smithfield. Mary Evans Picture Library (10047290)

4 Sir Richard ‘Dick’ Whittington, Mayor of London, pictured with his legendary cat. Topfoto (0829217)

5 Londinium Feracissimi Angliae Regni Metropolis (Map of London published in George Baum & Fransiscus Hogenburg, Civites Orbis Terrarum, 1572).

6 The execution of King Charles I with portraits of his adherents, from The Story of Old Whitehall, Austin Brereton, 1912

7 The Great Fire of London, 1666, from an engraving by Hollar, from Mediaeval London, William Benham & Charles Welch, 1911

8 A Frost Fair on the Thames, 1683. Ann Ronan Picture Library (hip0012229)

9 St Paul’s Church, Covent Garden, from an aquatint published in 1808, by Pugin & Rowlandson, from London North of the Thames, Sir Walter Besant, 1911

10 St Paul’s Cathedral, City of London, 1780 © City of London /Topfoto (hip0027665)

11 Jonathan’s Coffee House, London, 1763 © City of London / Topfoto (hip0044884)

12 Hogarth’s Gin Lane c. 1751. © 2004 Topham Picturepoint / Topfoto (0830566)

13 Mob setting fire to Newgate Prison and freeing prisoners, 6-7 June 1780. Copperplate engraving published 1 July 1780 © World History Archive / Topfoto (WHA014866)

14 The Quadrant, Regent Street, May 1852 © 2000 Topham Picturepoint / Topfoto (0037877)

15 Vauxhall Gardens, from London in the Eighteenth Century, Sir Walter Besant, 1902

16 Transept of the Crystal Palace, London, 1854 © British Library / Topfoto (hip0034727)

17 Bryant & May match girls’ strike by the River Lea in 1888 © Topham Picturepoint / Topfoto (0469579)

18 Cargo being unloaded at the docks, Upper Pool, London, 1936, from Peoples of the World in Pictures, edited by Harold Wheeler, published by Odhams Press Ltd © The Print Collector / Topfoto (hip0034727)

19 An East London slum street, off Louisa Place, Shoreditch © Topfoto (1067801)

20 London Bridge, from London in the Nineteenth Century, Sir Walter Besant, 1909

21 The Dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, London, photographed on the night of 7 June 1941, after surviving a night of Luftwaffe bombing © Topham / Topfoto (0113204)

22 A London bus is guided by its fog lamps along the Embankment, 6 December 1952 © Topham Picturepoint /Topfoto (0521874)

23 The Kray brothers © 2002 Topham Picturepoint / Topfoto (0250069)

24 An East End street party celebrating the Queen’s Jubilee, 1977 © Nobby Clark / Getty Images (71782278)

25 The bombed bus in Tavistock Square on 7 July 2005 © Jeff Moore / Topfoto (0915705)




Foreword



[image: Image]


No, Sir, when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life. . .


 


YOU DON’T HAVE to be a Londoner to love London so. Or even to be Dr Johnson to appreciate the truth of his bon mot. After all London has been, variously, the world’s biggest city, the crucible of ideology (capitalism and communism), the front line against Hitler’s Luftwaffe, the home of parliamentary democracy, the clearing house of the world, the port of the world, and the hippest, ‘swingingest’ Sixties city in the world. With all due apologies to the also-rans – New York, Moscow, Paris, Rome, Tokyo – London is the most interesting city in global history. And, dare I say it, the most important.


There was little about London’s birth that suggested such future grandeur. Founded by the Romans sometime in the first century AD, Londinium was intended solely as a humdrum supply camp. The capital status was unplanned; but then little or nothing in London’s history – unlike, say, straight-roaded Paris – would ever be planned. London early took on a life of its own. This book is the story of that life by London’s citizens and its visitors. In other words, it is London in its own words.


Something of London’s destiny was given by its birthplace, the furthest upstream bridgeable point of the Thames (the present Tower Bridge is only yards from the Romans’ own bridging site). London was the strategic crossing point between southern and mid England. He who controlled London controlled England. London was also a natural port and thus a natural market. The smart-spieling London barrow-boy is one of England’s oldest social stereotypes.


If the Romans only belatedly understood that London was the natural site for Britannia’s capital city, the succeeding Saxons were even more tardy in coming to this realization. Wessex, the dominant Saxon kingdom, preferred bucolic Winchester for its capital, and when Edward the Confessor finally deigned to accord London its due status he confused the issue by building the royal palace outside the city at Westminster. In other words, the Crown and the historic city were separate entities. One result was that the monarch was only able to exercise relative, not absolute, control over the city.


The Crown was not the only Dark Age institution to find its grip on London to be a decidedly weak one. The Church, despairing of Londoners’ bloody-minded paganism, concluded that Canterbury was much the better base for its spiritual endeavours.


So, London became a place of self-government (and freedom) to a degree unusual, even unique, for a city. With its capacity for money making, it also became a formidable, discrete power in the land. The Mayor of London was the only commoner to sign Magna Carta in 1215. People flocked to this cocky city of profit and pleasure by the thousand. London’s gargantuan growth from the late medieval period onwards (the city’s population in 1497 was approximately 70,000; in 1837 it was 1.5 million) had little to do with the local birth rate and much more to do with the ceaseless migration there of people on the make or on the run. Historically, most of these refugees came from the British countryside, though there were large influxes of foreigners too. So large were these influxes, indeed, that by the late twentieth century London had ceased to be an English city and had become instead a ‘Cosmopolis’, a city of indeterminate ethnicity in a Babel of languages.


But then London never was a truly English city. London was always London. The Midlands out-of-towner whose visit to the capital is recorded in the fifteenth-century poem ‘London Lickpenny’ found it to be an alien place beyond his experience. Utterly so. His eyewitness description is just one of the more than 150 accounts that appear in the following pages. These records by ‘those who were there’ vary from official reports to private diary jottings, from newspaper journalism to personal letters. They may not have the plumb-the-depths, turn-every-stone analysis of the historian’s work but they are simply more vivid. They are also unassailably authentic.


Here, then, London speaks for itself. As editor I have merely threaded the eyewitness accounts together in an attempt to make a readable, coherent story, adding context and explanation where needed. I did, though, have a guiding spirit in helping London to find its voice: Dr Johnson. In 1763 Johnson told the young James Boswell, newly arrived in the city, that ‘If you wish to have a just notion of the magnitude of this city, you must not be satisfied with seeing its great streets and squares, but must survey the innumerable little lanes and courts.’


Dr Johnson’s advice can be transferred to London’s history. If one wishes to understand the magnitude of London’s past one must remember the little backyards of social history as much as the great boulevards of political, religious and cultural history. The result is to let London reveal itself, truthfully and completely.


There are touching revelations to be found in these obscure corners of London’s life, such as – a personal favourite – the obvious hurt to the civic pride of the Mayor over the state of Farringdon ward in 1422, particularly the public loo in Ludgate. (It is perhaps a surprise in itself that the medieval city even had public latrines). John Evelyn’s amazement at a whale in the Thames is infectious even three centuries down the historical line, while the sheer joie de vivre of jivers at the Paramount Ballroom in 1947 dances off the page.


Equally, there are some unpleasant surprises in the shaded crannies of London’s past life. Mayhew’s depiction of Victorian ‘toshers’ (those who subsisted by trawling the city’s sewers for saleable refuse) makes for squeamish reading, while the long-standing xenophobia of London is deeply disquieting, stretching back as it does to the massacre of the Jews in 1189. Indeed, violence of all sorts seems imprinted in London’s DNA. The Brixton riots of 1981 were just one part of a chain of Mob outbursts against the Establishment, beginning with the Tallage riots of 1194. The Krays, meanwhile, would have recognized the professional violence of the Edwardian gangster Arthur Harding, who in turn would have appreciated the menacing technique of the highwaymen who robbed the Duke of Ormond in 1674. Similarly, there should be no astonishment in the twenty-first century over antisocial teenagers, because they have been in London’s makeup for centuries: in 1326 the Calendar of the Coroners’ Rolls recorded the death of Roger Styward, an eel-seller, who was kicked to death by Simon de Peckham, an apprentice; in 1712 Lady Stafford was one of many terrorized by the street gang known as the ‘Mohocks’. Violence in London is not accident or happenstance. It is nature, and the most pertinent reminder that the city is a living entity with definite character traits.


The life of London is vast. It is made vaster still by its role as the governmental capital of the British nation. No one book can encompass every event in the life of London the city, let alone London the city and London the national capital. I should make clear that this is the story of London the city, and national events that occurred in London are only included when they have a particular London resonance. Obviously, it would be madness to treat national happenings as part of London’s story just because they happened to take place there.


Even with this codicil, events and people teem and fight for space on the following pages: King Olaf pulling down London Bridge, John Evelyn at the Great Fire, the Blitz, the Sex Pistols at St Martin’s College, the execution of Charles I, the cholera epidemic of 1832, Jack the Ripper, Engels walking around the slums of St Giles, the Gordon Riots, the Great Exhibition, the Iranian Embassy siege, smogs, the battle of Cable Street, Wren rebuilding St Pauls, George Orwell in a doss-house . . .


A man who is tired of London is tired of life. Johnson might have added: So is the man or woman who is tired of reading the life of London. After all, what could beat it for drama and variety?


This book is an inside account by those who truly have the knowledge, who are the black cab drivers of the city’s past: Londoners themselves, together with some of their guests.


It is London’s autobiography.
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Boudicca Sacks Londinium, AD 60


Tacitus


The uprising against Roman rule led by Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, introduced London into history. A supply camp beside a ford on the Thames, Londinium had been granted a name by the Romans but little else. There was no fortification, no bath, no grand civic buildings. No Roman thought the place worthy of record – until Boudicca decided to march on the Thameside settlement with her 100,000 followers, following the sack of Camulodunum.


The Tacitus, though not a direct eye-witness to Boudicca’s revolt, was the most informed of Roman historians on Britain: his father-in-law, Agricola, was tribune in the isles at the time of the rising. Tacitus begins with the march of the Roman governor, Suetonius, to reach London before the Iceni:


 


 


SUETONIUS, UNDISMAYED, MARCHED through disaffected territory to Londinium. This town did not rank as a Roman settlement, but was an important centre for business-men and merchandise. At first, he hesitated whether to stand and fight there. Eventually, his numerical inferiority – and the price only too clearly paid by the divisional commander’s rashness – decided him to sacrifice the single city of Londinium to save the province as a whole. 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. Verulamium suffered the same fate.


The natives enjoyed plundering and thought of nothing else. Bypassing forts and garrisons, they made for where loot was richest and protection weakest. Roman and provincial deaths at the places mentioned are estimated at 70,000. For the British 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.


 


Boudicca’s slaughterous attack on London is testified to by the archaeologist’s trowel, which has uncovered significant evidence of burning along King Street, Milk Street in the old city and across the river in Southwark. It is touching that the first Londoners were so attached to their city that they would not leave before Boudicca’s arsonists arrived. Londoners refused to leave London in 1940 too, the last time the city burned.


After his tactical withdrawal from London, Suetonius turned and bested Boudicca in battle. If folklore is to be believed, the site of Boudicca’s last stand was near present-day King’s Cross, with the queen herself allegedly buried under Platform 10. More probably, the battleground was further out, in Hertfordshire.


From the ashes rose a more substantial Roman London. A basilica was built on the site that would later become Leadenhall Market, together with a fort at Cripplegate and an amphitheatre at Guildhall. Streets were wide and paved and laid out in grid fashion. By AD 90 the first permanent London Bridge was built, a wooden construction to the east of the present bridge, ending on the north bank at Fish Street Hill. A century later the Romans built a city wall around Londinium, two miles long and 18 feet high.
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The Romans in London: Graffiti

Various

Within the walled area, which extended to 326 acres, the population reached as high as 90,000, making Londinium by far the largest settlement in Britain. Londinium was never Rome-on-the-Thames but, as befitted its status as the colony’s administrative centre, it achieved a fair facsimile of Latin civilization. The spread of literacy allowed the city’s inhabitants, Romans and Romano-British alike, to inscribe their advertisements and thoughts:

 

 

AUSTALIS HAS BEEN GOING OFF ON HIS OWN EVERY DAY THIS FORTNIGHT.

(scratched on a tile)

ENOUGH!

(scratched on a tile)

LONDON; NEXT DOOR TO THE TEMPLE OF ISIS

(scratched on a jug)

TO THE SPIRITS OF THE DEPARTED: FLAVIUS AGRICOLA, SOLDIER OF THE SIXTH LEGION, LIVED 42 YEARS, 10 DAYS; ALBIA FAUSTINA HAD THIS MADE FOR HER PEERLESS HUSBAND

(tombstone, found in the Minories in 1787)

AULUS AUFIDIUS OLUSSA OF THE POMPTINE VOTING TRIBE, AGED 70, BORN AT ATHENS, LIES HERE. IN ACCORDANCE WITH HIS WILL HIS HEIR SET THIS UP

(tombstone, found on Tower Hill in 1852)

GAIUS VALERIUS AMANDUS’ DROPS FOR DIM SIGHT

(stamp for proprietary eye tonics)

FOR SHAME!

(scratched underneath an illegible scrawl on a wall)

 

In the fourth century, London was renamed Augusta. The Romans’ bright new nomenclature for their Thameside city did not disguise its depressing fall in fortune. The Roman Empire was in decline; Londinium/Augusta simply waned with it. In 410 the empire withdrew its last two legions in Britain in a desperate attempt to prevent the barbarians from entering the eternal city itself.

In Britain, the barbarians were already through the gates and making themselves at home. In one of English history’s biggest blunders the Romano-British invited the Saxons to the isles as mercenaries against the Picts; the Saxons came across the North Sea in their ‘wave horses’, liked what they saw, and decided to conquer. In 457 London received the British survivors of a battle fought in Kent (possibly at Crayford) against the Saxon chieftain Hengist. Although the Romano-British under King Arthur trounced the Saxons at Mount Badon in c. 516, Saxon control spread like a stain from the south-east coast into the Thames Valley. By 550 London was engulfed in the Saxon advance.

London disappeared into the Dark Ages. The Saxons were congenitally averse to urban living; more, they considered the stone buildings of the Romano-British cities to be the work of Giants – and so best avoided. London fell into ruin. An Anglo-Saxon poet, wandering around the remains of an unknown abandoned British city, versed his impressions of such a place:

 

WELL WROUGHT THIS wall: Wierds [fates] broke it.

The stronghold burst . . .

Snapped rooftrees, towers fallen,

the work of the Giants, the stonesmiths,

mouldereth.

Rime scoureth gatetowers

rime on mortar.

Shattered the showershields, roofs ruined,

age under-ate them.

And the wielders and wrights?

Earthgrip holds them – gone, long gone,

fast in gravesgrasp while fifty fathers

and sons have passed.

Wall stood,

grey lichen, red stone, kings fell often,

stood under storms, high arch crashed –

stands yet the wall stone, hacked by weapons,

by files grim-ground . . .

 . . . shown the old skilled work

 . . . sank to loam-crust . . .

 

 

The first Saxons did not entirely ignore the London of the Giants; large areas within the walls were given over to pasture land and some public buildings were seemingly put to use – even if it was not the use they were intended for. (The amphitheatre under the present-day Guildhall is a contender for the site of the Saxon folkmoot – a meeting place for the people). But generally the Saxons had little use and less liking for the stones of London, and so built outside the wall another London, of wood and mud and thatch, 200 acres of it stretching along the Thames to the west: Lundenwic. ‘Wic’ was the Anglo-Saxon for market; Old Saxon ‘market-boy’ London lives on in the name of ‘Aldwych’.

By the seventh century London, courtesy of its thriving wic, had regained some of its old prestige. Enough prestige, indeed, for the fledgling Christian mission to England to grant the city its own bishop. But London proved stony ground for Mellitus, the Roman monk charged with saving its soul.
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Londoners Reject Christianity, 616


The Venerable Bede


The Venerable Bede, a monk at Jarrow, was the author of the Historica Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People), completed in 731:


 


 


IN THE YEAR of our Lord 604, Augustine, Archbishop of Britain, ordained . . . [bishop] Mellitus to preach to the province of the East Saxons, who are divided from Kent by the river Thames, and border on the Eastern sea. Their metropolis is the city of London, which is situated on the bank of the aforesaid river, and is the mart of many nations resorting to it by sea and land. At that time, Sabert, nephew to Ethelbert through his sister Ricula, reigned over the nation, though he was under subjection to Ethelbert, who, as has been said above, had command over all the nations of the English as far as the river Humber. But when this province also received the word of truth, by the preaching of Mellitus, King Ethelbert built the church of St. Paul the Apostle, in the city of London, where he and his successors should have their episcopal see . . .


IN THE YEAR of our Lord 616 . . . the death of Sabert, king of the East Saxons . . . left three sons, still pagans, to inherit his temporal crown. They immediately began openly to give themselves up to idolatry, which, during their father’s lifetime, they had seemed somewhat to abandon, and they granted free licence to their subjects to serve idols. And when they saw the bishop [Mellitus], whilst celebrating Mass in the church, give the Eucharist to the people, filled, as they were, with folly and ignorance, they said to him, as is commonly reported, ‘Why do you not give us also that white bread, which you used to give to our father Saba (for so they were wont to call him), and which you still continue to give to the people in the church?’ To whom he answered, ‘If you will be washed in that font of salvation, in which your father was washed, you may also partake of the holy Bread of which he partook; but if you despise the lover of life, you can in no wise receive the Bread of life.’ They replied, ‘We will not enter into that font, because we know that we do not stand in need of it, and yet we will be refreshed by that bread.’ And being often earnestly admonished by him, that this could by no means be done, nor would any one be admitted to partake of the sacred Oblation without the holy cleansing, at last, they said, filled with rage, ‘If you will not comply with us in so small a matter as that which we require, you shall not stay in our province.’ And they drove him out and bade him and his company depart from their kingdom.


Mellitus was forced to flee to Gaul; at the insistence of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Laurentius, Mellitus returned to London. Bede recorded:


 


. . . BUT THE people of London would not receive Bishop Mellitus, choosing rather to be under their idolatrous high priests; for King Eadbald [the Saxon overlord of southern and mid England] had not so much authority in the kingdom as his father, and was not able to restore the bishop to his church against the will and consent of the pagans.


 


Such independence of mind would become a distinguishing characteristic of Londoners. Not until 675 did London irretrievably enter the Christian fold. The Church, meanwhile, despairing of the paganism of the Londoner, established the seat of the Primate of England not in Londinium, as intended, but in Canterbury. And there it has remained.
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Viking Raids, 842—1009



The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle


The Venerable Bede’s ‘mart of many nations’ attracted more than traders. The vocational plunderers who were the Vikings were drawn to London by its vulnerable riches and its strategic position astride the Thames.


 


842. IN THIS year there was a great slaughter in London and Quentavic [near Etaples, France] and Rochester.


 


851. IN THIS year Ealdorman Ceorl with the contingent of the men of Devon fought against a heathen army at Wicganbeorg, and the English made a great slaughter there and had the victory. And for the first time, heathen men stayed through the winter on Thanet. And the same year 350 ships came into the mouth of the Thames and stormed Canterbury and London and put to flight Brihtwulf, king of the Mercians, with his army, and went south across the Thames into Surrey.


 


Once again London lay in ruins. Sixteen years later, the Danes came back. This time, however, they did not destroy – they occupied. Halfdere the Norse leader minted coins and used London as the garrison town for the Thames basin.


If the English were to prevail in their long war against the Vikings, London had to be retaken. He who controlled London controlled the use of the Thames as a waterway for war galleys; he also controlled the crossing point between the south-east and the Midlands. So it was that King Alfred, England’s last great hope against the invader, besieged Viking London in 883. Three years later the city was his and the Vikings sued for peace. They were allotted settlements east of the river Lea. Asser, a member of Alfred’s court, recorded:


 


IN THE SAME year [886], Alfred, King of the Anglo-Saxons, after the burning of the cities and the slaying of the people, honourably rebuilt the city of London, and made it again habitable. He gave it into the custody of his son-in-law, Ethelred, earl of Mercia, to which king all the Angles and Saxons, who before had been dispersed everywhere, or were in captivity with the pagans, voluntarily turned and submitted themselves to his dominion.


 


Inside the relieved London, Alfred stimulated commerce by building a road between Ludgate and Aldgate, refurbishing the Thameside quays and granting strips of land inside the walls at Eastcheap and Westcheap markets to magnates with money to spend. (These land grants originated the city’s patchwork of wards and parishes.) To protect his ninth-century experiment in town planning, Alfred restored the city’s walls and organized its citizens into a militia under his son-in-law, Ethelred, the governor.


A century later, London’s burgwara army had the chance to prove its worth: England was enveloped by another tide of Norsemen:


 


994. IN THIS year Olaf and Swein [Sweyn Forkbeard, king of the Danes] came to London on the Nativity of St Mary with 94 ships, and they proceeded to attack the city stoutly and wished also to set it on fire; but there they suffered more harm and injury than they ever thought any citizens would do to them. But the holy Mother of God showed her mercy to the citizens on that day and saved them from their enemies.


1009. THEN AFTER Martinmas they [the Vikings] went back again to Kent, and took up winter quarters on the Thames, and lived off Essex and off the shires which were nearest, on both sides of the Thames, and often they attacked the borough of London. But, praise be to God, it still stands untouched, and they always suffered loss there.


 


Even London could not resist the Danes forever. After a lengthy blockade the city surrendered to Sweyn in 1013; in turn Sweyn was besieged by the English king Ethelred, who was accompanied by an improbable ally: the Viking Olaf of Norway. Olaf’s trustworthiness might have been questionable; his military genius was not.
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London Bridge is Pulled Down by King Olaf, c. 1014



Snorri Sturluson


Sturluson’s account of Olaf’s fêted attack on London Bridge, written in c. 1225, was based on the sung sagas of the Norse warriors. The incident is likely the inspiration for the children’s nursery rhyme, ‘London Bridge is Falling Down’.


 


ETHELRED . . . SENT an invitation to all the men who would enter into his pay, to join him in recovering the country. Then many people flocked to him; and among others, came King Olaf with a great troop of Northmen to his aid. They steered first to London, and sailed into the Thames with their fleet; but the Danes had a castle within. On the other side of the river is a great trading place, which is called Sudvirke [Southwark]. There the Danes had raised a great work, dug large ditches, and within had built a bulwark of stone, timber, and turf, where they had stationed a strong army. King Ethelred ordered a great assault; but the Danes defended themselves bravely, and King Ethelred could make nothing of it. Between the castle and Sudvirke there was a bridge, so broad that two wagons could pass each other upon it. On the bridge were raised barricades, both towers and wooden parapets, in the direction of the river, which were nearly breast high; and under the bridge were piles driven into the bottom of the river. Now when the attack was made the troops stood on the bridge everywhere, and defended themselves. King Ethelred was very anxious to get possession of the bridge, and he called together all the chiefs to consult how they should get the bridge broken down. Then said King Olaf he would attempt to lay his fleet alongside of it, if the other ships would do the same. It was then determined in this council that they should lay their war forces under the bridge; and each made himself ready with ships and men.


King Olaf ordered great platforms of floating wood to be tied together with hazel bands, and for this he took down old houses; and with these, as a roof, he covered over his ships so widely, that it reached over the ships’ sides. Under this screen he set pillars so high and stout, that there both was room for swinging their swords, and the roofs were strong enough to withstand the stones cast down upon them. Now when the fleet and men were ready, they rowed up along the river; but when they came near the bridge, there were cast down upon them so many stones and missile weapons, such as arrows and spears, that neither helmet nor shield could hold out against it; and the ships themselves were so greatly damaged, that many retreated out of it. But King Olaf, and the Northmen’s fleet with him, rowed quite up under the bridge, laid their cables around the piles which supported it, and then rowed off with all the ships as hard as they could down the stream. The piles were thus shaken in the bottom, and were loosened under the bridge. Now as the armed troops stood thick of men upon the bridge, and there were likewise many heaps of stones and other weapons upon it, and the piles under it being loosened and broken, the bridge gave way; and a great part of the men upon it fell into the river, and all the others fled, some into the castle, some into Sudvirke. Thereafter Sudvirke was stormed and taken. Now when the people in the castle saw that the river Thames was mastered, and that they could not hinder the passage of ships up into the country, they became afraid, surrendered the tower, and took Ethelred to be their king.


So says [the scald] Ottar Svarte: ‘London Bridge is broken down. Gold is won, and bright renown. Shields resounding, War-horns sounding, Hild is shouting in the din! Arrows singing, Mail-coats ringing – Odin makes our Olaf win!’


 


Olaf was later beatified. At least six churches in London were named after him. The church of St Olave in Hart Street still stands.


With the final surrender of England to the Danish king Cnut in 1016, London had little choice but to follow suit. The Chronicle recorded: ‘. . . the Londoners came to terms with the [Danish] army and bought peace for themselves, and the army brought their ships into London and took up winter quarters there.’


Cnut took fiscal revenge on the unenthusiastic Londoners; he made them render one-eighth of the entire tribute of England. He also ensured that they could not rise against him, stationing pockets of loyal Danes across the city. Cnut’s sailors camped at St Clement Danes on the Westminster road, close to their ships.


Londoners did have something to thank Cnut for – he made the city the unambiguous capital of England. The land’s previous monarchs, from the house of Wessex, had ruled from Winchester. London’s pre-eminence was only confirmed when the Danish line died out with the death of Harthacnut from ‘excess of drinking’ at Lambeth in 1042 (the occasion was the wedding of the daughter of Osgod Clapa, the settler who gave Clapham its name) and the throne reverted to the house of Wessex in the pale saintly form of Edward the Confessor; he too ruled from London. He did, however, move the royal palace from St Paul’s a mile and a half upstream to the island of Thornea, where his new minster was already under construction.
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Edward the Confessor Builds Westminster Abbey, 1060—5



A Monk of St Bertin’s Abbey


OUTSIDE THE WALLS of London, upon the River Thames, stood a monastery dedicated to St. Peter, but insignificant in buildings and numbers, for under the abbot only a small community of monks served Christ. Moreover, the endowments from the faithful were slender, and provided no more than their daily bread. The king, therefore, being devoted to God, gave his attention to that place, for it both lay hard by the famous and rich town and also was a delightful spot, surrounded with fertile lands and green fields and near the main channel of the river, which bore abundant merchandise of wares of every kind for sale from the whole world to the town on its banks. And, especially because of his love of the Prince of the Apostles, whom he worshipped with uncommon and special love, he decided to have his burial place there. Accordingly he ordered that out of the tithes of all his revenues should be started the building of a noble edifice, worthy of the Prince of the Apostles; so that, after the transient journey of this life, God would look kindly upon him, both for the sake of his goodness and because of the gift of lands and ornaments with which he intended to ennoble the place. And so the building, nobly begun at the king’s command, was successfully made ready; and there was no weighing of the costs, past or future, so long as it proved worthy of, and acceptable to, God and St. Peter. The princely house of the altar, noble with its most lofty vaulting, is surrounded by dressed stone evenly jointed. Also the passage round that temple is enclosed on both sides by a double arching of stone with the joints of the structure strongly consolidated on this side and that. Furthermore, the crossing of the church, which is to hold in its midst the choir of God’s choristers, and to uphold with like support from either side the high apex of the central tower, rises simply at first with a low and sturdy vault, swells with many a stair spiralling up in artistic profusion, but then with a plain wall climbs to the wooden roof which is carefully covered with lead. Above and below are built out chapels methodically arranged, which are to be consecrated through their altars to the memory of apostles, martyrs, confessors, and virgins. Moreover, the whole complex of this enormous building was started so far to the East of the old church that the brethren dwelling there should not have to cease from Christ’s service and also that a sufficiently spacious vestibule might be placed between them.


 


This ‘Westminster’, built in sumptuous Caen stone, was consecrated at Christmas 1065, only weeks before the death of its pious founder. The move to Westminster had profound implications – the basing of the monarchy outside the capital allowed the city to develop in relative autonomy. Six hundred years of rivalry between the Crown and the city were birthed by Edward’s decision to move palaces.


Harold Godwinson, meanwhile, the next king of England, considered Westminster Abbey to be the ideal venue for his coronation – as did the Norman upstart who beat him in battle.
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The Coronation of William the Conqueror, Westminster, Christmas Day 1066



Orderic Vitalis


After defeating Harold at Hastings on 14 October 1066, William of Normandy marched on London, where the English resistance had gathered behind the wall. Few Londoners doubted that William the Bastard could be kept out – the motto of the time was that, courtesy of its Alfredian defences, London ‘neither fears enemies nor dreads being taken by storm’. Traitors were another matter. A group of Saxon nobles secretly treated with William and opened the Ludgate to him. Even so, the citizens rallied and attacked William’s soldiers near Cheapside. According to the chronicler William of Jumièges, the ensuing street fighting caused ‘no little mourning to the city because of the very many deaths of her own sons and citizens’. Only now did London submit; only now could William have the crown placed on his head. For Vitalis the new year started on Christmas Day, hence his date of 1067 for the coronation.


 


SO AT LAST on Christmas Day in the year of Our Lord 1067, the fifth Indiction, the English assembled at London for the king’s coronation, and a strong guard of Norman men-at-arms and knights was posted round the minster to prevent any treachery or disorder. And, in the presence of the bishops, abbots, and nobles of the whole realm of Albion, Archbishop Ealdred consecrated William duke of Normandy as king of the English and placed the royal crown on his head. This was done in the abbey church of St Peter the chief of the apostles, called Westminster, where the body of King Edward lies honourably buried.


But at the prompting of the devil, who hates everything good, a sudden disaster and portent of future catastrophes occurred. For when Archbishop Ealdred asked the English, and Geoffrey bishop of Coutances asked the Normans, if they would accept William as their king, all of them gladly shouted out with one voice if not in one language that they would. The armed guard outside, hearing the tumult of the joyful crowd in the church and the harsh accents of a foreign tongue, imagined that some treachery was afoot, and rashly set fire to some of the buildings. The fire spread rapidly from house to house; the crowd who had been rejoicing in the church took fright and throngs of men and women of every rank and condition rushed out of the church in frantic haste. Only the bishops and a few clergy and monks remained, terrified, in the sanctuary, and with difficulty completed the consecration of the king who was trembling from head to foot. Almost all the rest made for the scene of conflagration, some to fight the flames and many others hoping to find loot for themselves in the general confusion. The English, after hearing of the perpetration of such misdeeds, never again trusted the Normans who seemed to have betrayed them, but nursed their anger and bided their time to take revenge.


 


The distrustful William promptly left London for Barking, while ‘certain strongholds were made in the town [of London] against the fickleness of the vast and fierce populace.’ These perimeter stockades were Montfichet Tower, Baynard’s Castle and lastly the White Tower, where the old Roman wall ran down to the river in the east. The forbidding 90-feet-high White Tower is now the central feature of the Tower of London.


Oddly enough, under the watchful eye of the Norman military occupation, London life went on much as before. The local system of civic administration, based on wards electing aldermen, grew unchecked, as did the vogue for building parish churches (which would eventually see some 120 erected within the city confines). William, doubtless to his chagrin, was obliged to acknowledge the unique privileges of the Londoner, with the consequence that the city escaped the land seizures by which William rewarded his followers.


The special position of London was confirmed in 1133 by Henry I.
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The Charter of Henry I in Favour of the Citizens of London, Michaelmas 1130—August 1133


Henry J


HENRY, BY THE grace of God, king of the English, to the archbishop of Canterbury, and to the bishops and abbots, and earls and barons and justices and sheriffs, and to all his liegemen, both French and English, of the whole of England, greeting. Know that I have granted to my citizens of London that they shall hold Middlesex at ‘farm’ for 300 pounds ‘by tale’ for themselves and their heirs from me and my heirs, so that the citizens shall appoint as sheriff from themselves whomsoever they may choose, and shall appoint from among themselves as justice whomsoever they choose to look after the pleas of my crown and the pleadings which arise in connection with them. No other shall be justice over the men of London. And the citizens shall not plead outside the walls of the city in respect of any plea; and they shall be quit of scot and of Danegeld and the murder-fine. Nor shall any of them be compelled to offer trial by battle. And if any one of the citizens shall be impleaded in respect of the pleas of the crown, let him prove himself to be a man of London by an oath which shall be judged in the city. Let no one be billeted within the walls of the city, either of my household, or by the force of anyone else. And let all the men of London and their property be quit and free from toll and passage and lestage and from all other customs throughout all England and at the seaports. And let the churches and barons and citizens hold and have well and in peace their sokes, with all their customs, so that those who dwell in these sokes shall pay no customs except to him who possesses the soke, or to the steward whom he has placed there. And a man of London shall not be fined at mercy except according to his ‘were’, that is to say, up to 100 shillings: this applies to an offence which can be punished by a fine. And there shall no longer be ‘miskenning’ in the hustings court, nor in the folk-moot, nor in other pleas within the city. And the hustings court shall sit once a week, to wit, on Monday. I will cause my citizens to have their lands and pledges and debts within the city and outside it. And in respect of the lands about which they make claim to me, I will do them right according to the law of the city. And if anyone has taken toll or custom from the citizens of London, then the citizens of London may take from the borough or village where toll or custom has been levied as much as the man of London gave for toll, and more also may be taken for a penalty. And let all debtors to the citizens of London discharge their debts, or prove in London that they do not owe them; and if they refuse either to pay or to come and make such proof, then the citizens to whom the debts are due may take pledges within the city either from the borough or from the village or from the county in which the debtor lives. And the citizens shall have their hunting chases, as well and fully as had their predecessors, namely, in Chiltern and Middlesex and Surrey. Witness: the bishop of Winchester; Robert, son of Richer; Hugh Bigot; Alfred of Totnes; William of Aubigny; Hubert the king’s chamberlain; William of Montfiquet; Hagulf ‘de Tani’; John Belet; Robert, son of Siward. Given at Westminster.


 


The right of London to appoint its own sheriff was a very notable concession since the official role of the ‘shire reeve’ was to act as the king’s agent on the spot.
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A Description of the City of London, c. 1173



William Fitz Stephen


Fitz Stephen’s portrait of London in the age of Henry II was penned as the prologue to his Life of Becket. Thomas à Becket, the martyred Archbishop of Canterbury, was the first Englishman to rise to high office following the Norman takeover. As Fitz Stephen understood, Becket would not have achieved so much so young without the confidence that came from being a London-born boy – a proto-cockney. Hence the fulsome description of the capital and its 40,000 citizens with which Fitz Stephen begins the biography:


 


AMONG THE NOBLE and celebrated cities of the world that of London, the capital of the kingdom of the English, is one which extends its glory farther than all the others and sends its wealth and merchandise more widely into distant lands. Higher than all the rest does it lift its head. It is happy in the healthiness of its air; in its observance of Christian practice; in the strength of its fortifications; in its natural situation; in the honour of its citizens; and in the modesty of its matrons. It is cheerful in its sports, and the fruitful mother of noble men. Let us look into these things in turn.


If the mildness of the climate of this place softens the character of its inhabitants, it does not make them corrupt in following Venus, but rather prevents them from being fierce and bestial, making them liberal and kind.


In the church of St Paul there is the episcopal seat. Once it was metropolitan, and some think it will again become so, if the citizens return to the island, unless perhaps the archiepiscopal title of the blessed martyr, Thomas, and the presence of his body preserves that dignity for ever at Canterbury where it is at present. But as St Thomas has made both cities illustrious, London by his rising and Canterbury by his setting, each can claim advantage of the other with justice in respect of that saint. As regards the practice of Christian worship there are in London and its suburbs thirteen greater conventual churches and, besides these, one hundred and twenty-six lesser parish churches.


It has on the east the Palatine castle,* very great and strong: the keep and walls rise from very deep foundations and are fixed with a mortar tempered by the blood of animals. On the west there are two castles very strongly fortified, and from these there runs a high and massive wall with seven double gates and with towers along the north at regular intervals. London was once also walled and turreted on the south, but the mighty Thames, so full of fish, has with the sea’s ebb and flow washed against, loosened, and thrown down those walls in the course of time. Upstream to the west there is the royal palace‡ which is conspicuous above the river, a building incomparable in its ramparts and bulwarks. It is about two miles from the city and joined thereto by a populous suburb.


Everywhere outside the houses of those living in the suburbs, and adjacent to them, are the spacious and beautiful gardens of the citizens, and these are planted with trees. Also there are on the north side pastures and pleasant meadow lands through which flow streams wherein the turning of mill-wheels makes a cheerful sound. Very near lies a great forest with woodland pastures in which there are the lairs of wild animals: stags, fallow deer, wild boars and bulls. The tilled lands of the city are not of barren gravel, but fat Asian plains that yield luxuriant crops and fill the tillers’ barns with the sheaves of Ceres.


There are also outside London on the north side excellent suburban wells with sweet, wholesome and clear water that flows rippling over the bright stones. Among these are Holywell, Clerkenwell and St Clement’s Well, which are all famous. These are frequented by great numbers and much visited by the students from the schools and by the young men of the city, when they go out for fresh air on summer evenings. Good indeed is this city when it has a good lord!


The city is honoured by her men, glorious in its arms, and so populous that during the terrible wars of King Stephen’s reign the men going forth from it to battle were reckoned as twenty thousand armed horsemen and sixty thousand foot-soldiers, all equipped for war. The citizens of London are regarded as conspicuous above all others for their polished manners, for their dress and for the good tables which they keep. The inhabitants of other towns are called citizens, but those of London are called barons. And with them a solemn pledge is sufficient to end every dispute.


The matrons of this city are very Sabines.


In London the three principal churches (that is to say, the episcopal church of St Paul, the church of the Holy Trinity, and the church of St Martin) have famous schools by special privilege and by virtue of their ancient dignity. But through the favour of some magnate, or through the presence of teachers who are notable or famous in philosophy, there are also other schools. On feast-days the masters hold meetings for their pupils in the church whose festival it is. The scholars dispute, some with oratory and some with argument; some recite enthymemes;* others excel in using perfect syllogisms. Some dispute for ostentation like wrestlers with opponents; others argue in order to establish the truth in its perfection. Sophists who speak paradoxes are praised for their torrent of words, while others seek to overthrow their opponents by using fallacious arguments. Now and then orators use rhetoric for persuasion, being careful to omit nothing essential to their art. Boys of different schools strive against each other in verses, or contend about the principles of grammar and the rules governing past and future tenses. Others use epigrams, rhythm and metre in the old trivial banter; they pull their comrades to pieces with ‘Fescennine Licence’: mentioning no names, they dart abuse and gibes, and mock the faults of their comrades and sometimes even those of their elders, using Socratic wit and biting harder even than the tooth of Theon in daring dithyrambics. Their hearers, ready to enjoy the joke, wrinkle up their noses as they guffaw in applause.


Of the Ordering of the City


Those engaged in business of various kinds, sellers of merchandise, hirers of labour, are distributed every morning into their several localities according to their trade. Besides, there is in London on the river bank among the wines for sale in ships and in the cellars of the vintners a public cook-shop. There daily you may find food according to the season, dishes of meat, roast, fried and boiled, large and small fish, coarser meats for the poor and more delicate for the rich, such as venison and big and small birds. If any of the citizens should unexpectedly receive visitors, weary from their journey, who would fain not wait until fresh food is bought and cooked, or until the servants have brought bread or water for washing, they hasten to the river bank and there find all they need. However great the multitude of soldiers and travellers entering the city, or preparing to go out of it, at any hour of the day or night – that these may not fast too long, and those may not go out supperless – they turn aside thither, if they please, where every man can refresh himself in his own way. Those who would cater for themselves fastidiously need not search to find sturgeon or the bird of Africa or the Ionian godwit. For this is a public kitchen, very convenient to the city, and part of its amenities. Hence the dictum in the Gorgias of Plato that the art of cookery is an imitation of medicine and flatters a quarter of civic life.


Immediately outside one of the gates there is a field which is smooth* both in fact and in name. On every sixth day of the week, unless it be a major feast-day, there takes place there a famous exhibition of fine horses for sale. Earls, barons and knights, who are in the town, and many citizens come out to see or to buy. It is pleasant to see the high-stepping palfreys with their gleaming coats, as they go through their paces, putting down their feet alternately on one side together. Next, one can see the horses suitable for esquires, moving faster though less smoothly, lifting and setting down, as it were, the opposite fore and hind feet: here are colts of fine breed, but not yet accustomed to the bit, stepping high with jaunty tread; there are the sumpter-horses, powerful and spirited; and after them there are the war-horses, costly, elegant of form, noble of stature, with ears quickly tremulous, necks raised and large haunches. As these show their paces, the buyers first try those of gentler gait, then those of quicker pace whereby the fore and hind feet move in pairs together. When a race is about to begin among such chargers that are so powerful to carry and so swift to run, a shout is raised, and orders are given that the inferior animals should be led apart. Three jockeys who mount these flying steeds (or at times two, as may be agreed) prepare themselves for the contest; skilled in managing them, they curb their untamed mouths with bitted bridles. To get a good start in the race is their chief concern. Their mounts also enter into the spirit of the contest as they are able; their limbs tremble, and so impatient are they of delay that they cannot keep still. When the signal is given, they stretch their limbs to the uttermost, and dash down the course with courageous speed. The riders, covetous of applause and ardent for victory, plunge their spurs into the loose-reined horses, and urge them forward with their shouts and their whips. You would agree with Heraclitus that all things are in motion! You would know Zeno to be completely wrong when he said that there was no motion and no goal to be reached!


By themselves in another part of the field stand the goods of the countryfolk: implements of husbandry, swine with long flanks, cows with full udders, oxen of immense size, and woolly sheep. There also stand the mares fit for plough, some big with foal, and others with brisk young colts closely following them.


To this city from every nation under heaven merchants delight to bring their trade by sea. The Arabian sends gold; the Sabaean spice and incense. The Scythian brings arms, and from the rich, fat lands of Babylon comes oil of palms. The Nile sends precious stones; the men of Norway and Russia, furs and sables; nor is China absent with purple silk. The Gauls come with their wines.


London, as historians have shown, is a much older city than Rome, for though it derives from the same Trojan ancestors, it was founded by Brutus before Rome was founded by Romulus and Remus. Wherefore they still have the same laws from their common origin. This city is like Rome divided into wards; it has annual sheriffs instead of consuls; it has its senatorial order and lower magistrates; it has drains and aqueducts in its streets; it has its appointed places for the hearing of cases deliberative, demonstrative and judicial; it has its several courts, and its separate assemblies on appointed days.


I do not think there is a city with a better record for churchgoing, doing honour to God’s ordinances, keeping feast-days, giving alms and hospitality to strangers, confirming betrothals, contracting marriages, celebrating weddings, providing feasts, entertaining guests, and also, it may be added, in care for funerals and for the burial of the dead. The only plagues of London are the immoderate drinking of fools and the frequency of fires.


To this it may be added that almost all the bishops, abbots and magnates of England are in a sense citizens and freemen of London, having their own splendid town-houses. In them they live, and spend largely, when they are summoned to great councils by the king or by their metropolitan, or drawn thither by their private affairs.


Of the Sports of London


We now come to speak of the sports of the city, for it is not fitting that a city should be merely useful and serious-minded, unless it be also pleasant and cheerful. For this cause on the seals of the supreme pontiff, down to the time of the last Pope Leo, on one side of the lead was engraved the figure of Peter the fisherman and above him a key, as it were, held out to him from heaven by the hand of God, and around it was inscribed the verse, ‘For me didst thou leave the ship, receive now the key.’ And on the other side was engraved a city with the inscription ‘Golden Rome’. Moreover, it was said in honour of Augustus Caesar and Rome, ‘It rains all night, games usher in the day; Caesar, thou dost divide dominion with Jove.’ Instead of shows in the theatre and stage-plays, London provides plays of a more sacred character, wherein are presented the miracles worked by saintly confessors or the sufferings which made illustrious the constancy of martyrs. Furthermore, every year on the day called Carnival – to begin with the sports of boys (for we were all boys once) – scholars from the different schools bring fighting-cocks to their masters, and the whole morning is set apart to watch their cocks do battle in the schools, for the boys are given a holiday that day. After dinner all the young men of the town go out into the fields in the suburbs to play ball. The scholars of the various schools have their own ball, and almost all the followers of each occupation have theirs also. The seniors and the fathers and the wealthy magnates of the city come on horseback to watch the contests of the younger generation, and in their turn recover their lost youth: the motions of their natural heat seem to be stirred in them at the mere sight of such strenuous activity and by their participation in the joys of unbridled youth.


Every Sunday in Lent after dinner a fresh swarm of young men go out into the fields on war-horses, steeds foremost in the contest, each of which is skilled and schooled to run in circles. From the gates there sallies forth a host of laymen, sons of the citizens, equipped with lances and shields, the younger ones with spears forked at the top, but with the steel point removed. They make a pretence at war, carry out field-exercises and indulge in mimic combats. Thither too come many courtiers, when the king is in town, and from the households of bishops, earls and barons come youths and adolescents, not yet girt with the belt of knighthood, for the pleasure of engaging in combat with each other. Each is inflamed with the hope of victory. The fiery steeds neigh with tremulous limbs and champ their bits; impatient of delay they cannot stand still. When at last their trampling hooves ring on the ground in rapid flight, their boy riders divide their ranks; some pursue those immediately in front of them, but fail to catch up with them; others overtake their fellows, force them to dismount and fly past them.


At the Easter festival they play at a kind of naval warfare. A shield is firmly bound to a tree in mid-stream, and a small boat, swiftly impelled by many an oar and the current of the river, carries on the stern a youth armed with a lance with which to strike the shield. If he breaks the lance by striking the shield, and yet keeps his footing, he has achieved his aim and gratified his wish, but if he strikes the shield firmly and the lance remains unbroken, he is thrown overboard into the flowing river, and the boat, impelled by its own motion, rushes past him. There are, however, two other boats moored, one on each side of the target, with several youths on board to seize hold of the striker who has been engulfed by the stream, as soon as he comes into view or when he rises on the crest of the wave for the second time. On the bridge and the terraces fronting the river stand the spectators, ready to laugh their fill.


On feast-days throughout the summer the young men indulge in the sports of archery, running, jumping, wrestling, slinging the stone, hurling the javelin beyond a mark and fighting with sword and buckler. Cytherea leads the dance of maidens, and until the moon rises, the earth is shaken with flying feet.


In winter on almost every feast-day before dinner either foaming boars, armed with lightning tusks, fight for their lives ‘to save their bacon’, or stout bulls with butting horns, or huge bears do battle with the hounds let loose upon them. When the great marsh that washes the north wall of the city is frozen over, swarms of young men issue forth to play games on the ice. Some, gaining speed in their run, with feet set well apart, slide sideways over a vast expanse of ice. Others make seats out of a large lump of ice, and while one sits thereon, others with linked hands run before and drag him along behind them. So swift is their sliding motion that sometimes their feet slip, and they all fall on their faces. Others, more skilled at winter sports, put on their feet the shin-bones of animals, binding them firmly round their ankles, and, holding poles shod with iron in their hands, which they strike from time to time against the ice, they are propelled swift as a bird in flight or a bolt shot from an engine of war. Sometimes, by mutual consent, two of them run against each other in this way from a great distance, and, lifting their poles, each tilts against the other. Either one or both fall, not without some bodily injury, for, as they fall, they are carried along a great way beyond each other by the impetus of their run, and wherever the ice comes in contact with their heads, it scrapes off the skin utterly. Often a leg or an arm is broken, if the victim falls with it underneath him; but theirs is an age greedy of glory, youth yearns for victory, and exercises itself in mock combats in order to carry itself more bravely in real battles.


Many of the citizens take pleasure in sporting with birds of the air, with hawks, falcons and such-like, and with hounds that hunt their prey in the woods. The citizens have the rights of the chase in Middlesex, Hertfordshire, all the Chiltern country, and in Kent as far as the river Cray. The Londoners, who were then known as Trinobantes, drove back Julius Caesar, whose delight it was to wade through paths steeped in blood.


Fitz Stephen omitted to mention the immigrants huddled in enclaves around the city – principally Germans, French, Dutch and Flemings engaged in crafts and import-export. The Jews, who inhabited Jewry Street and Old Jewry, were, unlike Christians, allowed to loan money; for this trade of ‘usury’ they were widely despised, even by their biggest customers, the kings of England. The eye-witness compiler of the Itinerary of Richard I commented on that king’s coronation:


 


 


ON THE 3RD day of September, in the year of our Lord 1189, Richard [I] was appointed king, on a Sunday, with the dominical letter A., viz., in the year after leap year. Many were the conjectures made, because the day above that was marked unlucky in the calendar; and in truth it was unlucky, and very much so to the Jews in London, who were destroyed that day, and likewise the Jews settled in other parts of England endured many hardships.


 


Thirty Jews died in the attacks of 1189, their bodies interred in the Jewish graveyard outside Cripplegate, the only Jewish cemetery in England. More anti-Semitic pogroms followed in the capital in 1215, 1264 and 1272. Finally, in 1290 Edward I expelled all the Jews from England and confiscated their property. He also relieved Christians of any obligations to repay debts to them. As bankers to the Crown and city the Jews were replaced by the Italian merchants who settled in Lombard Street.


 


[image: Image]





 


* The Tower of London


‡ Westminster


* A form of philosophical disputation


* Smithfield





Building Regulations, 1189



The London Assizes


WHEN TWO NEIGHBOURS shall have agreed to build between themselves a wall of stone, each shall give a foot and a half of land, and so they shall construct, at their joint cost, a stone wall three feet thick and sixteen feet in height. And, if they agree, they shall make a gutter between them, to carry off the water from their houses, as they may deem most convenient. But if they should not agree, either of them may make a gutter to carry the water dripping from his own house on to his own land, except he can convey it into the high street . . .


And if any one shall build his own stone wall, upon his own land, of the height of sixteen feet, his neighbour ought to make a gutter under the eaves of the house which is placed on that wall, and receive in it the water falling from that house, and lead it on to his own land, unless he can lead it into the high street.


Also, no one of two parties having a common wall built between them, can, or ought, to pull down any portion of his part of the said wall, or lessen its thickness, or make arches in it, without the assent and will of the other.


And if any one shall have windows looking towards the land of a neighbour, and although he and his predecessors have long been possessed of the view of the aforesaid windows, nevertheless, his neighbour may lawfully obstruct the view of those windows, by building opposite to them on his own ground, as he shall consider most expedient; except he who hath the windows can show any writing whereby his neighbour may not obstruct the view of those windows . . .


A decree made by the counsel of the citizens, for the setting into order of the city and to provide, by God’s help, against fire.


First, they advise that all ale-houses be forbidden, except those which shall be licensed by the common council of the city at Guildhall, excepting those belonging to persons willing to build of stone, that the city may be secure. And that no baker bake, or ale-wife brew, by night, either with reeds or straw or stubble, but with wood only.


They advise also that all the cook-shops on the Thames be whitewashed and plastered within and without, and that all inner chambers and hostelries be wholly removed, so that there remain only the house [hall] and bed-room.


Whosoever wishes to build, let him take care, as he loveth himself and his goods, that he roof not with reeds, nor rush, nor with any manner of litter, but with tile only, or shingle, or boards, or, if it may be, with lead, within the city and Portsoken. Also all houses which till now are covered with reed or rush, which can be plastered, let them be plastered within eight days, and let those which shall not be so plastered within the term be demolished by the aldermen and lawful men of the venue.


All wooden houses which are nearest to the stone houses in Cheap, whereby the stone houses in Cheap may be in peril, shall be securely amended by view of the mayor and sheriffs, and good men of the city, or, without any exception, to whomsoever they may belong, pulled down.


The watches, and they who watch by night for the custody of the city shall go out by day and return by day, or they by whom they may have been sent forth shall be fined forty shillings by the city. And let old houses in which brewing or baking is done be whitewashed and plastered within and without, that they may be safe against fire . . .


They say also that it is only proper that before every house should be a tub full of water, either of wood or stone.


The fire ordinances were prompted by London’s ingrained habit of setting itself alight. Fire in 1087 had reduced St Paul’s to ashes for the third time, and in 1135 flames consumed the city between the Fleet river and London Bridge. Doubtless to the relief of the locals the peculiarly flame-friendly timber span over the Thames was replaced in 1209 by a stone version, which lasted until 1830.


As the London Assizes recognized, expensive stone buildings were found throughout the city – rich Londoner lived cheek-by-jowl with poor Londoner. Proximity, though, did not always lessen class tensions:
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Tax Riot, 1194

Roger of Wendover

An early entrance into history for the notorious London ‘Mob’ (mobile vulgus):

 

ABOUT THIS TIME there arose a dispute in the city of London between the poor and the rich on account of the tallage, which was exacted by the king’s agents for the benefit of the exchequer: for the principal men of the city, whom we call mayors and aldermen, having held a deliberation at their hustings, wished to preserve themselves free from the burden, and to oppress the poorer classes. Wherefore William Fitz-Robert, surnamed ‘with the beard,’ because his ancestors in anger against the Normans never shaved, made opposition to the same, and called the mayors of the city traitors to our lord the king for the cause above-named; and the disturbances were so great in the city that recourse was had to arms. William stirred up a large number of the middle and lower classes against the mayors and aldermen, but by their pusillanimity and cowardice the plans of William’s confederates in resisting the injury done them were dissipated and defeated: the middle and lower classes were repressed, and the king, his ministers, and the chief men of the city charged the whole crime on William. As the king’s party were about to arrest him, he, being a distinguished character in the city, tall of stature and of great personal strength, escaped, notwithstanding their exertions, defending himself with nothing but a knife, and flying into the church of St. Mary of the Arches, demanded the protection of our Lord, St. Mary, and her church, saying that he had resisted an unjust decree for no other purpose than that all might bear an equal share of the public burden, and contribute according to their means. His expostulations, however, were not listened to, the majority prevailed, and the archbishop, to the surprise of many, ordered that he should be dragged from the church to take his trial, because he had created a sedition and made such a disturbance among the people of the city. When this was told to William, he took refuge in the tower of the church, for he knew that the mayors, whom he had contradicted, sought to take away his life. In their obstinacy they applied fire, and sacrilegiously burnt down a great part of the church. Thus William was forced to leave the tower, almost suffocated with the heat and smoke. He was then seized, dragged out of the church, stripped, and, with his hands tied behind his back, conveyed away to the Tower of London. Soon after, at the instigation of the archbishop, the principal citizens, and the king’s ministers, he was taken from the Tower, and dragged, tied to a horse’s tail, through the middle of London to Ulmet, a pitiable sight to the citizens and to his own respectable relations in the city: after which he was hung in chains on a gallows. Thus William of the Beard was shamefully put to death by his fellow citizens for asserting the truth and defending the cause of the poor: and if the justice of one’s cause constitutes a martyr, we may surely set him down as one. With him also were hanged nine of his neighbours or of his family, who espoused his cause.

 

Although the tallage riot was easily quelled it could be dangerous, even fatal, for the Crown to provoke London. So affronted was London by the high-and-mighty attitude of Empress Matilda that the city rose against her and caused her to flee in 1141. Half a century later, during the Barons’ War with King John, the populace of London threw in their lot with the uppity aristocrats and enforced Magna Carta in 1215. The Mayor of London was the only commoner to sign the agreement. A weak king always presented a chance for London – thus John was also obliged to grant the city a new charter in 1215, which introduced the principle of an annually elected mayor.
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The Thames Floods, 1241



Matthew Paris


Paris was a monk at St Albans.


 


OTHE FEAST of St Edmund in the same year, distinct thunder attended by lightning, a sad presage of the approach of a lengthened tempest, alarmed the hearts and ears of mortals; nor was the warning false, for it was followed by continued unseasonable weather, and by an unpleasant and disturbed state of the air, which continued for several days. Such deluges of rain fell, that the river Thames, overflowing its usual bounds and its ancient banks, spread itself over the country towards Lambeth, for six miles, and took possession, far and wide, of the houses and fields in that part. Owing to the inundation of the water, people rode into the great hall at Westminster on horseback . . . Thus this year passed away, having afforded an abundance of fruits and vegetables, notwithstanding it was arid and hot, and towards the end, generating epidemics and quartan agues.
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Misadventures in Childhood, 1301—37



Calendar of the Coroners’ Rolls


A Game on the Way to School, 1301


ON TUESDAY (19 July), Richard, son of John le Mazon, who was eight years old, was walking immediately after dinner across London Bridge to school. For fun, he tried to hang by his hands from a beam on the side of the bridge, but his hands giving way, he fell into the water and was drowned. Being asked who were present, the jurors say a great multitude of passers-by, whose names they know not, but they suspect no one of the death except mischance.
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