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      PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

            
      It’s a sorry old solipsist who goes around telling people that the way things hash themselves out was somehow foretold in
         his jammily opportune book. And in the politically sensitive climate in which I write these words, it’s as well to be cautious
         before claiming prescience about Underground London – about London Underground, in particular. But with all due disavowals of clairvoyance on my part, the reader will perhaps
         allow that the subterranean city has emerged as a territory of literally fundamental importance to London and Londoners, as
         well as to our many millions of friends and guests. In the year or so since the following text appeared in its first unrevised
         form, a topic that had once seemed of limited interest to anyone beyond myself and my shrewd editors Richard Beswick and Stephen
         Guise has made its presence felt as a matter of the city’s continued survival.
      

      
      Not that everything has been a matter of life and death, of course. There have been great revelations about the state of London’s
         buried waterways; but on the other hand we have revelled in the news that Chelsea FC have taken football’s fad for undersoil
         heating to its logical conclusion with a £20 million training ground in Surrey which is partially below ground (the Blues
         ‘will soon be able to plot Chelsea’s quest for world domination from their own underground bunker’, said the Standard). We are trying to get used to the unwelcome idea that the Tube is a terrorist target, while not forgetting to acknowledge
         the achievement of Geoff Marshall from Epsom, who set a new record for getting around all the stations on the network in September
         2004 when he clipped a full 43 minutes off the previous best time, set two years earlier (see p. 11).
      

      
      The London sewers, one of the city’s best-kept secrets, drew attention to themselves in spectacular fashion in the summer
         when a cataract of raw effluent roared into the Thames. Faced with flash floods that saw a typical August rainfall squeezed
         into the space of an hour, Thames Water said it had no choice but to open fifty-eight floodgates if storm drains were not
         to be overwhelmed and manholes weren’t to pop up – if London’s sitting rooms weren’t to be shag-piled in shit. In the river,
         fish died by the tens of thousands, suffocated by a million tonnes of waste that blocked off their oxygen supply. Swimmers,
         rowers and sailors were warned to avoid the Thames because of the pollution. Some oarsmen later reported sickness. London’s
         Victorian culverts had recently been saluted by a BBC Television series called The Seven Wonders of the Industrial World, but, like many of the capital’s underpinnings, they were suffering from a lack of investment. The true extent of their decrepitude
         didn’t become clear until October, when the Environment Agency revealed that the year had seen at least five overspills to
         make even the floods of August a mere drop in the Thames by comparison. As is invariably the case in such matters, the familiar
         mass of the Royal Albert Hall was invoked: apparently enough sewage had been mislaid to fill that bland blancmange-mould 120
         times over. The single worst outflow had been in May. It was three times as big as the events of the summer that had attracted
         such obloquy. In case there was still someone in London whose day hadn’t been ruined by this news, the agency also published
         a map confirming how vulnerable large parts of the capital were to flooding (see ‘Pool of London’).
      

      
      
      But the threat that has been most often associated with underground London in the past year is that of terrorism. In April,
         the Independent reported that the security services had foiled a planned attack on the Tube. ‘The plot allegedly involved detonating a combined
         chemical and explosive “dirty bomb”.’ The apparent conspiracy was uncovered after British and United States intelligence agents
         intercepted telephone calls within the UK, as well as calls to Pakistan. The dialogue was monitored by GCHQ in Cheltenham
         and the US National Security Agency. According to the newspaper, the plot was exposed before the terror cells were in a position
         to carry out an attack.
      

      
      A short time later, another security scare followed the discovery of an Iraqi man who was apparently living in a deep-level
         Tube tunnel. The Standard said that he ‘was found near a key set of points on the Victoria line, used by 550,000 passengers a day’. At three o’clock
         in the morning, on the tracks somewhere between Seven Sisters and Finsbury Park stations, the Iraqi was spotted by a patrolman,
         a member of London Underground staff who had the unsung, solitary job of pacing out the line when the power was turned off
         for the night (see ‘Euston, We Have a Problem’). An internal London Underground report said, ‘The male was in possession of
         documentation identifying him as an Iraqi national. Arrangements were made for all staff booked out in the vicinity to be
         cleared off the track as it was not known how he came to be there or where he had accessed the track. The line was searched
         and nothing was found.’ Police eventually decided that the Iraqi was a failed asylum seeker. They weren’t able to establish
         what he was doing, where he had been or how he had gained entry to the system. He was last heard of on his way to a reception
         centre at Croydon. After such narrow squeaks, or false alarms, not to mention the terrible atrocity of the Madrid railway
         bombings, plainclothes anti-terrorist police began patrolling the public transport system in London for the first time.
      

      
      
      Thankfully, not all the recent developments beneath the city streets have been so gloomy. On the contrary, many are exciting
         and give grounds for renewed optimism about London. One of the first journeys I took when researching the book was along the
         route of the River Fleet (see ‘Monster Soup’). The Fleet is one of the noblest of London’s hidden rivers. They are mostly
         sewerised, encased, entombed, but today they are in the process of being restored, if not to the public gaze, then certainly
         in the public imagination. What no one would think to doubt is that the Fleet and her sisters are among the most deep-seated
         and unvarying features of the city. In the mind’s eye, the palm of London is scored and creased by the lines of her rivers.
         But a visit to the city’s outstanding construction projects in the autumn of 2004 disabused me of this sentimental old nonsense.
      

      
      Before I was even on-site at the emerging St Pancras International train station, which will link north London and hence all
         points north to the Continent by means of the Eurostar, it was already apparent that this vast works was leaving what conservationists
         and builders alike call a ‘footprint’ on its surroundings. Notwithstanding the sensitivity and restraint that the contractors
         had aspired to, this pawmark was deep and wide. For instance, it was now impossible to take the same walk I had made around
         the station when I had been following the Fleet only a short time earlier. Then I had traced the flow as it ran beneath Pancras
         Road, past the old St Pancras church and the gasometers behind St Pancras and King’s Cross stations. Pancras Road, where it
         meets the turbulent Euston Road – the line of latitude, the tropic of cockney – was ‘closed until further notice’. The developers
         had colonised a great swathe of land to the north of the venerable termini. This tract was known on their charts as ‘Railway
         Lands’. In place of the seven iron gasholders that had once stood at the site, only one now bared its rusty thorax to the
         London skies. In its shadow, three of its former neighbours lay in pieces: disassembled into their constituent parts, their
         best hope was the largesse of a museum in the United States. Thomas Hardy had known the old St Pancras church and its graveyard
         well and had versified about the dear departed who had been dug up to make way for the coming of the Midland Railway into
         the capital. Now history was controversially repeating itself, and undertakers had been into the churchyard once more to ‘lift
         people’ who lay in the way of the new international railway. ‘We found French Catholics who came over at the time of the Revolution,’
         a contractor told me. He and his colleagues had put the old hulk of the Midland Hotel up on piles while they hollowed out
         an extensive underground space. The undercroft, as this excavation was called, would become the booking hall and shopping
         mall of the Channel Tunnel rail hub. New Tube stations were being quarried out beneath the forecourt of the former hotel and
         under Pancras Road, to accommodate the relocated St Pancras and King’s Cross stops respectively.
      

      
      Meanwhile, there was a chance to behold a sight you seldom saw: the lid, the top, the cap of an Underground station, out in
         the fresh air. The Thameslink station at King’s Cross was being moved from its cramped quarters on Pentonville Road to a subterranean
         location under Midland Road, then a lorry-soiled strip between the hotel and the British Library. When this emerging construction
         was pointed out to me, I saw a slab of concrete and unthinkingly assumed that I was looking at the floor of the new station.
         In fact, this was its roof – the builders began with the roof and worked down from there. The technology of building an underground
         railway interchange calls for a box to be sunk in the earth and for this to act as a kind of shelter or incubator to the nascent
         station. One advantage of this is that the roof mitigates the noise of the works, meaning that they can go on later at night.
         This was vital, because the contractors had only until the spring of 2005 to complete the new Thameslink connection before
         they were supposed to hand back the slurry-strewn strand of Midland Road to the motoring public.
      

      
      
      This was only one of many commissions in the £550 million project as a whole. It also called for the refurbishment of the
         St Pancras train-shed, which was built by William Barlow in 1868 as the corpses in the old churchyard were being disturbed
         for the first time. It was envisaged that Eurostar trains would share the new station with Midland Mainline services, which
         were already established at St Pancras. This entailed a lot of juggling by the contractors. In among all these manoeuvrings
         and machinations, the River Fleet was moved no fewer than four times. The ancient stream was dammed and diverted like a domestic
         drain. It was redirected into a new underground conduit that suited the builders better. So, far from being as ingrained as
         a line on a man’s hand, it turned out that the Fleet could be effaced as easily as a wrinkle.
      

      
      Nor was this the extent of Londoners’ tinkering with their oldest and most valuable resource. In the year since Underground London first came out, work has been going on to divert not one but two rivers that were an inconvenience to the developers of the
         new Terminal 5 at Heathrow, the biggest construction job in all of Europe. The Longford river is officially the property of
         the Queen and feeds a number of royal households and outposts including Hampton Court (see ‘The Love Games of Henry VIII’).
         Like the Duke of Northumberland river, the Longford had to be channelled well away from works including more than 10 miles
         of new tunnels, some linking ‘T5’ to the Underground and the Heathrow Express. Both causeways now follow the route of the
         airport’s perimeter road. Their fledging riverbanks flourish beneath protective netting and the waters themselves are home
         to many species of fish including dace, roach, perch and chubb.
      

      
      The past twelve months have witnessed extraordinary developments, large and small, that underline the fact that the future
         security and prosperity of the capital depend to a remarkable degree on its hidden side, its secret self, its subterranean
         alter-ego. In the way London thinks about herself, this is now a city turned upside down. The great berg of the metropolis
         – so much of it out of sight beneath the tarmac and the concrete – grants us tantalising and sobering glimpses of what was previously overlooked. We dimly
         make out this monolith as it groans and labours beneath our feet – ‘Lie down on the grass in the middle of a London park,’
         wrote V. S. Pritchett more than forty years ago, ‘and the earth rumbles and trembles day and night’ – and we’ve observed with
         awe and incredulity when it has broken through to the daylight.
      

      
      Stephen Smith

      
      London, December 2004

      
   



      
      
      
       

             

	           

      This author’s endeavour should be to make the Past, the sense of all the dead Londons that have gone to the producing of this
         child of all the ages, like a constant ground-bass beneath the higher notes of the Present.
      

      
      Ford Madox Ford, The Soul of London

      
   



      
      
      MINE OF INFORMATION 

      
      The Vertical City
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      Of all the men and women who live and work in London, all the diverse castes of Londoners, none is more extraordinary than
         the miners. These unlikely city-dwellers make good money, and have been known to report to the pithead on a Monday morning
         still wearing the same good suits in which they’ve enjoyed a full weekend. Their tailors hear from them again when pay day
         comes around. In extremis, the problem of what to wear for a night on the town after clocking-off time is solved by taking
         a work shirt and rubbing chalk on the soiled collar and cuffs.
      

      
      After a long and wearying shift below ground, nothing rounds off the day better than a fight of lump-removing ferocity. The
         miners I know found themselves tangling with a Romany crew. With the indulgent air of a man fending off his kid sister with
         one arm behind his back, they were languidly disputing precedence at a pub which happened to be handy for both the pit and
         the campsite. ‘One of them reckoned he had a gun,’ said Pete, a miner and an ex-marine. ‘I nearly laughed my cock off.’ For
         their part, the tunnellers declined to make the odds more favourable by going equipped to the scrap with their ‘banjos’, their
         shovels. Perhaps for this reason, they weren’t having everything their own way. The morning after the scrap before, an engineer
         was in hospital as a result of the bar stool which had been broken over his back, another man had had his head cracked against
         a bus stop and the driver of an underground loco was marked with a rosebud on his forearm where he had been bitten. The driver
         was immediately, and inevitably, nicknamed Buffy.
      

      
      
      The miners spend their nights under the roofs of landladies and make round trips of migratory proportions to be reunited with
         the families whom they raised at the scenes of earlier contracts, bygone jobs. Incredibly, I ran into these men not in South
         Wales or south Yorkshire but in Cricklewood, north-west London. Unbeknown to home owners in West Hampstead and St John’s Wood,
         the miners were digging a shaft deep beneath their desirable foundations. Before I trigger a rush of prospectors in search
         of black gold and Cricklewood Broadway echoes to the song of canaries in cages, I should add that the miners were not extracting
         coal. Instead, they were excavating air, quarrying a pristine space below ground. Their skills, acquired in traditional but
         now redundant pits, were being employed in the service of the latest technology. To supply Londoners with all their foreseeable
         electricity demands, they were creating a £100 million subterranean corridor twenty kilometres long, from the old Elstree
         aerodrome in the north to Lord’s cricket ground in the south. The National Grid had dubbed its mighty power line the London
         Connection.
      

      
      ‘It’s weird down here when it’s dark,’ said Pete, the old soldier. ‘It’s not like outside, where you can always make something
         out. You can’t see anything here. Your eyes don’t adjust.’ Of all the strange experiences of spending time underground, the
         absence of light is the most easily overlooked but also the most profoundly unnatural. In total darkness, Pete and I were
         hunched over inside a metal box a hundred feet below ground and three miles from the nearest way out. Three miles; or, to
         put it in terms of the travelling time of our box, the bone-jarring carriage of a locomotive and our only means of transport,
         the best part of two hours. Not that the loco was going anywhere; not while the lights were off, at least. I tried to remember
         what the tunnel had looked like before it went dark. It had only been a few moments earlier but already it was hard to picture
         our surroundings clearly, so completely is sight, is light, taken for granted. The tunnel hadn’t been brilliantly lit to begin with. It had to meet safety standards, of course, but why blow money on it over and above that?
         After all, once it was finished, nobody would ever see it again. The way the light had struck the concrete tunnel lining,
         I remembered, had made it look like photographs of the surface of the moon. Pete said that the sparkies, the electricians,
         had turned the power off. It was for safety reasons. They were rigging a transformer so that they could pay out a cable to
         extend the reach of the power, the light, further below ground. The tunnel was cold and damp and we were trapped, but I wasn’t
         panicking. It was just as well, because there was nothing anyone could have done for me even if I had been. This thought in
         itself was almost enough to make me panic. Perhaps Pete could have knocked me out cold until the sparkies had the current
         back on, but short of that, there was nothing for it but to sit and wait.
      

      
      I wasn’t panicking, but even a comparatively short period earlier, I would have been. The underground – specifically, the
         Underground – made me short of breath with anxiety. I was back in London after living in the country and I couldn’t face travelling
         by Tube, which was incomparably more comfortable than the railroad I was on with Pete, whatever disgruntled commuters might
         think. I would do anything to avoid making a journey under the city. And if there was no way around it, I would only attempt
         the trip once I was kitted out with my portable ju-ju of smelling salts, battered rosary, a ring that my girlfriend had given
         me and a phial of tonic made to a fortifying homoeopathic recipe, i.e. practically neat alcohol. These were my prophylactics
         against the terrors of going by Underground. Even armed with them, a journey on the Tube was no joyride. The sight of a crowded
         platform was enough to send me heading for the doors – back up the escalators and into the fresh air again. It was the same
         with a full train. It didn’t matter how late I was, I was always prepared to let a busy Tube pull away from the platform without
         me. On those occasions when I managed to board a carriage, I drew the line well short of actually taking a seat, of committing myself to installing myself for the
         duration of a journey. Instead, I stood. To give myself credit, I didn’t stand by the doors, as if I was so nervous about
         the ride that I reserved the option of getting off at the very next stop, although I did in fact reserve this option, and
         quite often exercised it. No, I stood by the open window. If it wasn’t open, I insisted on opening it. It had to be the one
         at the end of the carriage which was closest to the driver’s cab, because this had the benefit of the draught created by the
         motion of the train. When the train was moving, you could feel the currents against your skin. The dirt in the tunnels might
         turn your white shirt spotty, and the noise of the rushing air might drown out the sound of your Discman in your ears – another
         prophylactic against Tube terrors – but on the other hand, you experienced the illusion of being buffeted by the wind, of
         being out in the open air. Standing by the window at the other end of the carriage was no good, by contrast, because by the
         time the airflow had travelled the full length of the compartment, its effects were imperceptible.
      

      
      What was I so scared of? As a reporter, I’d had to cover a number of transport disasters including the King’s Cross fire,
         and I had learnt from them that the chances of anything happening to you on the Tube were thankfully rare. On the other hand,
         the first tragedy of this kind that really made an impression on me had happened in the Underground. In 1975, forty-three
         people were killed and seventy-four were injured at Moorgate station after a Northern Line train ran into a concrete wall
         at forty miles an hour. At the age of thirteen, what stuck with me about the Moorgate disaster was the length of time it took
         for the emergency services to reach the people who were trapped in the wreckage. It was four days before they removed the
         last casualty, who was the driver, Leslie Newson. The railway inspector could find no fault with the train or the track and
         drew the conclusion that driver error must be to blame. But Newson was experienced and had a good record. An inquest heard there was no evidence that he had been drinking. Two railwaymen who
         were on the platform as the train arrived at Moorgate recognised Newson and said that he had seemed calm, his usual self,
         with his hands at the controls. The jury returned a verdict of accidental death on all the victims. To the coroner, this meant
         that there was no evidence to bear out ‘wicked, reckless behaviour or suicide’. The railway inquiry found that ‘no previous
         incident in the whole history of London Transport Railways can be regarded as in any way comparable with the Moorgate accident’.
         The cause of the disaster is still a mystery.
      

      
      Did I have Moorgate at the back of my mind whenever I flinched before boarding the Tube? What had stayed with me from the
         tragedy was the idea that people got trapped in the Underground. I was afraid of the train stopping in a tunnel, stranding
         me there with my fellow commuters and none of us knowing how long we would have to wait. It was an irrational fear, of course
         – even if the train stopped, no harm was likely to befall us – but at the same time, it wasn’t an irrational fear, not entirely.
         Trains did stop. I knew because it had happened to me. And passengers were stranded, sometimes for hours. You read with alarm about
         their feats of shirtsleeved endurance.
      

      
      I suffered from a kind of claustrophobia. It didn’t only apply to being in a confined space like a compartment on the Underground,
         although it was there that I was most aware of it, or rather, it was there that it made most sense. I found that I also suffered
         from it above ground, out in the open air, at home. I’d returned from the wide-open spaces of the north of England to a cramped
         flat in a cramped street. It was my daily commute which demonstrated this change most vividly. Instead of going to work through
         green fields, my journey now took me through the less than verdant environs of the Jubilee and Central lines. But I was ill
         at ease even after the rush hour had ended. This reaction came as a shock to me. London was a city where I had lived and worked before I had moved up north. And even earlier, I’d had a connection to it through the school I’d attended. ‘London’
         was in its name even though its address was outside the city limits. A highlight of the school year was the visit to the city,
         the trip to the big smoke. So why was I feeling like this? It wasn’t perhaps so unusual. Le Corbusier, whose name will forever
         be linked with urban design, thought that cities were dystopian, ‘so antagonistic to the fundamental needs of the human heart
         that the one idea of everybody is to escape … To live where there are trees and to look out on grass. To escape forever
         from the noise and racket of the city.’ It was some comfort to register that I wasn’t alone, and this was particularly true
         of travelling by Tube. Even before a fear of terrorist attacks made people think twice about the Underground, this was something
         that many of them were doing for themselves.
      

      
      Then a strange and paradoxical thing happened. That makes it seem as though it happened with a bang, when really it was more
         of a slow-dawning realisation. As unlikely as it sounds, I found that the Tube was a good place to go if you were looking
         for peace. That would sound absurd to the commuter who is unfortunate enough to know the Underground only at its worst, in
         its heaving peak-time form. Then it’s a kind of purgatory, no doubt about it, the very thing that I used to flee from – and
         still do, for that matter. But despite the crowds, or perhaps because of them, the Tube isn’t really a social place. It’s
         more like a private place. I realised that I hardly ever found myself sharing a Tube journey – as opposed to a walk in the
         park or a taxi ride or even a trip on the bus – with someone I knew. A rendezvous on the Underground never seems to happen
         and my impression is that we travel by Tube singly. Marc Auge, a French author who wrote a book on the Metro, Paris’s answer
         to the Tube, said, ‘only individual itineraries give it a reality … Solitude: this would probably be the keyword of the
         description an impartial observer might be tempted to make of the social phenomenon of the Metro.’
      

      
      
      You could descend into the Underground and be gone for hours. It was true that, compared to the citizens of other great capitals,
         you were charged a lot of money to travel from A to B. But you could go to B via any number of intermediate places, if you
         wished. Provided you didn’t surrender your ticket into the maw of the gateline at B, you could in theory go back to A and
         do the whole trip again. Believe it or not, there are people who actually enjoy taking the Tube. ‘I like travelling by Underground,’
         wrote Doris Lessing, a happy strap-hanger.
      

      
      This is a defiant admission. I am always hearing, reading, I hate the Underground. In a book I have just picked up the author
         says he seldom uses it, but when he did have to go a few stops, he found it disgusting. A strong word. If people have to travel
         in the rush hour, then all is understood, but you may hear people who know nothing about rush hours say how terrible the Underground
         is. This is the Jubilee Line and I use it all the time. Fifteen minutes at the most to get into the centre. The carriages
         are bright and new – well, almost.
      

      
      You could sit on the Circle Line and go round and round all day in a reverie, like the teenagers Imogen and Tony in Rose Macaulay’s
         novel Told by an Idiot: ‘past King’s Cross and Farringdon Street, towards the wild, romantic stations of the east: Liverpool Street, Aldgate, and
         so round the bend, sweeping west like the sun. Blackfriars, Temple, Charing Cross, Westminster, St James’s Park, Victoria,
         SLOANE SQUARE! O joy! Sing for the circle completed, the new circle begun.’
      

      
      The reader who has read the above extract with his mouth ajar – I’m thinking particularly of the reader from London – who
         is not convinced even by the great Lessing, is urged to try the following simple experiment. If you start a conversation about
         what’s under London with a group of friends who know the city, I guarantee that within moments they’ll be vying to cap each
         other’s tall tales of secret tunnels, government shelters, abandoned Underground stations. It can’t just be the hysteria of
         still-fresh Tube nightmares that makes them so garrulous.
      

      
      You could take the weight off your feet on an Underground platform, read a book, people-watch, look at the advertisement hoardings.
         In one of these, a blonde waitress served champagne to a packed Tube carriage. The joke was that, while the building society
         behind the poster could offer its customers advantageous terms, it had to keep what it could do for them within the bounds
         of possibility. But I looked at the billboard and thought, ‘Champagne on the Tube? Why not?’ It didn’t have to be hellish.
         There were escalator halls like staircases from MGM musicals. Southwark station, with its hall wittily faced in blue pinstripe,
         was a Royal Fine Art Commission building of the year. True, the Underground could be hot and crowded and smelly but it wasn’t
         impossible to find cool, deserted stations. Is it because they’re all so posh in St John’s Wood that no one ever takes the
         Tube?
      

      
      Another thing I discovered was that my mobile phone didn’t work on the Underground. Nor did my pager. An example of what makes
         the Tube so exasperating to some, this communications blackout was entirely welcome to me. So long as I was in the Tube, this
         radio silence meant that I was beyond the reach of my newsdesk, or alternatively, that I was spared the resentment of whoever
         I was keeping waiting at the pub or restaurant. You were untouchable in the Underground. You could get away from people, even
         as you were surrounded by them. And it was only a short step from knowing that you couldn’t be reached on your mobile in the
         Tube to knowing that the Tube was an excellent excuse to have up your sleeve, as a reason why you couldn’t be reached on your
         mobile. After I had made these discoveries, one of the comparatively few moments of distress I suffered in an Underground
         compartment came when I read in a newspaper about plans to extend the reach of mobile phones to Tube trains: as I write, it hasn’t happened yet, thank God.
      

      
      I began to see that the Underground could be a kind of haven or refuge, which would have struck me as ridiculous only a matter
         of months earlier. Looking for something to cheer up a wall of my London flat, I chose a poster of Simon Patterson’s The Great Bear, in which the artist has taken Harry Beck’s famous and much imitated map of the Tube, one of the most recognisable symbols
         of the city, and playfully replaced the familiar lines – the Victoria, the Piccadilly and so on – with his own outlandish
         routes: ‘Film Actors’, ‘Saints’, ‘Italian Artists’. In The Great Bear, you find stations named after footballers or planets or even journalists. Kilburn, where I used to board the Tube for work,
         was ‘Pele’, according to Patterson, a huge improvement. Westbourne Park, the nearest stop to me now, was rechristened ‘John
         Simpson’.
      

      
      In July 2002, a new record was set for visiting all 272 stations in the Underground. Jack Welsby, a 24-year-old sub-editor
         from Nottingham, got round them in 19 hours, 18 minutes and 45 seconds, slashing forty minutes off the previous best time.
         A man on the radio described this challenge, which he too had attempted, by saying, ‘There’s an element of the last great
         adventure about it.’ Even I, as well disposed to the Underground as I was becoming, found this a bit of a stretch. But I thought
         that the intrepid traveller had a point. It all depended on how you looked at the Tube experience. You could concentrate on
         all the things about it that very reasonably upset you, all the things that made the front page of the London Evening Standard – the crowds, the filth, the sweltering summertime commute. Or you could take a step back and appraise it as a staggering
         project of civic works, albeit one which was showing its age, as a bold conceit, even as a strange, self-contained inverted
         world. I came across something written by the architect and Londonphile Professor Maxwell Hutchinson which expressed this
         dichotomy. ‘It is sad indeed, at the beginning of the third millennium,’ he wrote, ‘that this awe-inspiring concoction of engineering
         achievements has become such a vile object of hatred.’ Prof. Hutchinson recalled coming to London as a boy and making his
         first journey by Tube, ‘a ride that was far better than anything I had experienced at a fairground’. Now that he mentioned
         it, wasn’t that my childhood experience, too? Wasn’t it everybody’s? I never forgot the smell of the Underground – the singed
         smell of an electrical retailer’s – or the knife-grinding noise of the wheels on the track, or the darkness rushing to swallow
         me as the train shot into a tunnel. It wasn’t impossible to recover something of this sense of wonder. I haven’t told anyone
         this before but, when I alighted for work at Chancery Lane station, I got into the habit of watching the Central Line train
         disappearing into the tunnel on its way to the next stop at St Paul’s, imagining that its tail-lights were really the thrumming
         afterburners of a spaceship or a crust-scraping mole-craft.
      

      
      A short time ago, I was in an Underground train when a group of teenagers boarded the carriage. A few of them came and stood
         in the slipstream of the open window, my preferred position. ‘There must be twenty carriages on this,’ one of them told his
         mates. He was a blond boy with a Lancashire accent.
      

      
      ‘More like seven or eight,’ I said. 

      
      ‘Oh, I see,’ he said, suddenly bashful. ‘I’ve never been on the Tube before.’ The youngsters had come down from Lancaster
         on a school trip. The train picked up speed and the lads were grinning as the wind buffeted them. To look at their faces,
         you would have thought they were in a speedboat rather than an old Tube train. ‘We’re flying!’ exclaimed the blond boy.
      

      
      I don’t want to be an apologist for London Underground or Transport for London, who are responsible for the present condition
         of the Tube. But there is a way of using the thing other than with gritted teeth, with fear. When I was travelling on the
         Underground, I liked to look at Beck’s map on the wall of the compartment: I would crane towards it from my spot beside the open window. As well as all the working stations, there were
         many disused stations, too. It was said that you could glimpse some of them, if you knew where to look and pressed your face
         to the glass as they flashed past. Perhaps you’d be lucky enough to see a panel of marble tiles, or a poster dating back to
         the Second World War, when the Underground was used as a vast air-raid shelter.
      

      
      When you heard anyone talking about Beck’s map, it was always to praise his reinvention of London’s geography. ‘That brilliant
         design turns an intricate web of lines strewn randomly across London into a coherent network depicted in those basic colours
         that resemble those on the equally comforting and familiar representation of the capital, the Monopoly board,’ said the journalist
         and rail-head Christian Wolmar. Beck had taken liberties with scale, making extra room for the busiest stations in the middle
         of town by squeezing the other stops on the outskirts closer together. It wasn’t really a map at all but an artist’s impression.
         When people spoke about Beck’s reinvention of London, his recalibration of the city, they meant the surface, what was out
         in the open. Hence the odd unavoidable drawback: a tourist who relied on Beck’s map could set off from Leicester Square to
         go to Piccadilly Circus without appreciating that the two stations were a hundred yards apart.
      

      
      I wasn’t so curious about what Beck’s map told you about the face of London, or even what it failed to tell you. I was more
         interested in what it told you about London beneath the surface. It said that it was vast, that there was a development under
         the city which was as big as the city itself, or at least, that it was as extensive. To someone who was looking for a getaway
         from the city above ground, this was good news. Beck’s map was a join-the-dots picture of this hidden London. For all that
         it revealed, it only hinted at so much more. ‘While it makes the Tube into a closed system, the map also retains the possibility
         of an infinite
      
      
 journey through an alternate London space,’ writes David L. Pike in a book called Imagined Londons. With his commission uppermost on his mind, Beck the conscientious draughtsman had only included the barest of ancillary
         detail, to help the map-reader get his bearings. Beck’s Tube lines were pivoted about London’s constant, the Thames, though
         even the river’s signature curves were straightened. What lay on every side of the lines – those familiar browns and reds
         and blues – one could only guess at.
      

      
      And that’s what I found myself doing. As I travelled on the Underground, I began to think about the London which lay to either
         side of the railway. There was more water and clay than anything else, of course, but there had to be all sorts of other things,
         too – entirely unfamiliar things, fantastic in their own way. What was there to see underground? The writer Andrew O’Hagan
         had a good stab at this in a bravura passage of his 2002 novel, Personality.
      

      
      The life underground. Caverns and chambers filled with darkness – arches, corridors, greasy pipes carrying gas to the metropolis,
         cracked sewers, bad air, ancient bones, mud, layers of broken plaster, former shelters, night-gloop, the remnants of the Great
         Fire, dust, soil and the mash of brick, passageways, vaults, lost merchandise, skin cells, a labyrinth of vanished facts,
         paving stones, Victorian whispers, telephone cables, a Saxon cross of powdered sandstone, down there, in London.
      

      
      There were rivers, streams, creeks, buried wharves, conduits, culverts, cellars, shelters, basements, eaves, lower ground
         floors, walk-downs, disappearing staircases, grottoes, dungeons, graves, tombs, crypts, a disused morgue at the foot of Tower
         Bridge, catafalques, sepulchres, catacombs, brick arches at Waterloo station where cabbies sat and chatted in each other’s
         taxis, tunnels, subways, lost terraces, warrens, mazes, kitchens, lock-ups where supermarkets stored their goods, shunting yards and railway turntables, wrecks, ruins, dregs, the Elephant
         Man’s hat in the archives of the Royal London Hospital, precious relics, forgotten booty, buried treasure. I wanted to know
         more about this subterranean landscape. It was going to be an escape from the city above, but an escape in another sense,
         too, an adventure to make me forget my inner-city blues.
      

      
      What would it be like to discover a new part of London? I’m not using the verb in the sense favoured by people who tell you
         that they’ve found a dear little delicatessen, or an unlicensed eyrie from which to watch football matches for nothing. I’m
         using it in the sense that a prospector or explorer might, a man who had staked his claim or planted his pennant. But of course
         the idea is laughable in a place like London. Has there ever been a more thoroughly explored city? Leaving aside Beck’s contribution,
         the footsore Phyllis Pearsall tramped the streets of London to compile the first A–Z, thereby inaugurating a worldwide industry. London is a place which prizes cartographical nous so highly that it’s referred
         to simply as ‘the knowledge’, notwithstanding the fact that the taxi drivers who acquire it famously discard everything they’ve
         learnt about the southern half of the patch the instant they’re badged up. Moreover, the city is surveyed, informally but
         very thoroughly, day after day by the seven million people who inhabit it. But I doubt whether it’s any more graspable, comprehensible,
         than it was a hundred years ago when Ford Madox Ford wrote, ‘One may easily sail around England, or circumnavigate the globe.
         But not the most enthusiastic geographer … ever memorised a map of London. Certainly no one ever walks round it. For England
         is a small island, the world is infinitesimal amongst the planets. But London is illimitable.’ And this was the city of the
         street, of the surface. I began to discover that London was like an iceberg, with only a portion of it visible above the tarmac.
      

      
      Imagine looking at the city through a pair of X-ray spectacles, a dubious invention that used to be advertised in the back pages of comics with the titillating promise that the goggles would
         make women’s tops transparent to you. By training your powerful lenses on London streets instead, you’d be rewarded with results
         which were similarly impressive, and less actionable. Dating as far back as Roman times, the London underneath our feet acts
         as the foundations of the modern capital, and not just in the winsome sense of an early draft of an evolving world-city, a
         work in progress. The original town lies up to thirty feet below the existing one, covered by two millennia of development
         and rubbish. You only have to look at the London of the surface, the revealed city, to appreciate that it is the sum of its
         historical parts. Elegant terraces of Georgian homes share a postcode with no-nonsense Victorian brick. The venerable premises
         of livery companies are book-ended by brand new banks. The same is true of subterranean London. The difference is that the
         landscape we are accustomed to encountering can literally be read like a book – perhaps I should say laterally: its story unfolds from side to side, from left to right. By contrast, the chronology of what’s underground unfolds vertically.
         This is J. G. Ballard’s ‘vertical city’.
      

      
      The architectural journalist Jonathan Glancey writes, ‘The London we experience today is essentially a heavy-duty and enduring
         Victorian overlay on pretty, if flimsy, Georgian foundations stretched over a medieval street pattern settled on Roman foundations.’
         An archaeologist told me that doing his job was like reading a book backwards. Suppose that he was to study one of London’s
         old churches. He might find that a piece of stone left behind by a Roman broke up the pattern of a medieval tiled floor in
         the Tudor crypt, and sedimentary layers of crispy carbon just beneath the flagstones indicated that the building was razed
         in the Great Fire and then, three centuries later, by the Luftwaffe. Sneaking into midnight mass in just such a church on
         Millennium Eve, Iain Sinclair admits that he’s a non-believer. But the church is a place where ‘the vertical view of history holds … the important dead are given their alcoves. Nothing
         disappears without trace.’
      

      
      It was layer upon layer, history upon history. The remnants of past centuries hadn’t been sloughed off, they weren’t a kind
         of discarded skin. Instead, they were part of London’s warp and weft. Sigmund Freud, a fine name for a man to be dropping
         in an account of his interest in subterranean passages, said that an ancient city like Rome could be thought of not only as
         a place but also as ‘a physical entity with a similarly long and copious past – an entity, that is to say, in which nothing
         that has once come into existence will have passed away and all the earlier phases of development continue to exist alongside
         the latest one’. Where the Colosseum now stands, for example, ‘we could at the same time admire Nero’s vanished Golden House’
         and anything else that was ever there. Freud’s argument was surely true of London, which was almost as old as the Eternal
         City.
      

      
      At first sight, Freud’s approach to urban orienteering couldn’t have been more different to Beck’s. But in fact the two men
         had a lot in common. Modernism brought us Beck’s map – it’s now part of heritage London, true, reprinted on everything from
         tea towels to knickers, but it was boldly modernist in conceit, corralling the abstract space of the subterranean metropolis
         within the frame of a wallchart – and modernism also gave us Freud’s exploration of dream space. ‘This, too, was an urban
         space,’ says Pike, ‘from Freud’s Vienna to the surrealists’ Paris.’ Freud and his followers interpreted dreams while Beck
         allowed commuters the ‘plausible if unlikely daydream’ of riding each line of the Underground through every one of its stations.
         More recently, the outstanding British conqueror of this dream space has been Sinclair, the self-styled ‘psychogeographer’,
         who observes the way that history leaches into the ground like a dye. Contemplating the M25 in his most recent book, he turns
         the great blue line which marks London’s city limits into a kind of Rorschach test.
      

      
      To the explorer of a dream space like the subterranean, paintings are as reliable a guide as any map. In Pool of London, the artist Tod Hanson makes Freud’s point about cities more locally. This is a vast panorama of London, consciously reproducing
         the broad sweep of canvases such as Wenceslaus Hollar’s seventeenth-century overview, except that it’s rendered with the faux-blandness
         of an architectural drawing, to which Hanson has applied day-glo colours – salmon, verdigris, camel. In Hanson’s perspective,
         all of London’s history coexists within the same hectic frame. At first sight, his London Bridge is the Tudor model. There
         are turreted dwellings on Hanson’s pontoon and a water wheel below. But the window of one building glows with the caloricity
         of artificial light, and the roof is a pincushion of aerials. Beneath the blazing corona of Hanson’s Monument, flame-shaped
         decals suggest that a real inferno is consuming a line of buildings. This could be a snapshot of 1666 or, given the deep,
         star-shaped hole embedded in the pavement, of 1941. Hanson has taken the history of London, her vertical story, and expressed
         it laterally. On a good day, the capital gives you the refreshing sensation that you’re seeing it all for the first time,
         that it’s reborn just for you, but Pool of London is a reminder of its serried continuity. Eyeing the work in a gallery on that storied London highway, the Harrow Road, I
         felt that Hanson’s way of looking at the city – Freud’s way – was the way to see it. I concurred with the sentiments of the
         poet Sue Hubbard, whose verse could be seen undulating over the walls of a foot tunnel outside Waterloo station. ‘Ruby shards
         of Roman glass and wolf-bone mummified in mud … in hidden rooms filled with dust and sour night-breath the hidden city
         is sleeping.’ I wanted to find the oldest parts of this hidden city and read the book of London backwards to the present day.
      

      
      All very interesting, the complacent metropolis might yawningly allow from on high, but so what? What’s down in the cold earth, it might add, is there for a good reason. As well
         as the charming history alluded to earlier, we’ve got a lot of workaday and frankly unpleasant stuff down there. We don’t
         want it out in the open, where it will only block the traffic and frighten the horses, offend the eye and wrinkle the nostrils.
         We keep all the prosaic bits and pieces out of sight for a good reason. The London that we’re familiar with doesn’t care to
         be reminded of the Cinderella city below stairs, the one which does all the work. And you can’t get much more quotidian, more
         earthbound, than the functions of drains and sewers and graveyards. But can it be right to describe them as prosaic? We’re
         so insulated from the workings that service the workings of our own bodies that I doubt whether this can be meaningfully claimed.
      

      
      But there’s more to the underground than the past and the soberingly practical. To those who are inclined to notice these
         things, what’s down in the earth is not just cold, it’s also cool. Fashionable tailor Paul Smith showed one of his collections
         in disused railway arches, while his fellow ragtrader Hamish Morrow installed a catwalk in the underground car park at Marble
         Arch. Far beneath the West End is one of those disused Underground stations I mentioned, a ‘dead station’ in the plangent
         shorthand of Tube workers. It’s looked after by a man named Barry. Although ‘cool’ might not be the first word you would use
         to describe Barry, he is the next best thing: a law unto himself. As well he might be, you might think, when you learn that
         the last scheduled service called at his station more than a decade ago. Indeed, there are platforms at Barry’s station, the
         Aldwych, which haven’t seen a working train since 1917. But this Kurtz of commuter-land is indulged, even fêted, by his bosses,
         for no other reason than that his is the most profitable halt on the system. How is this possible? Well, it doesn’t hurt the
         bottom line that Barry is the only member of staff at his station. There’s no need for anyone else. There is no one to sell
         a ticket to, or to warn about the defunct lift. The day-to-day tasks, which Barry seems to discharge perfectly well by himself, entail making sure
         that the bulbs haven’t gone in the deep stairwells and that the rat traps are baited. On a surprisingly regular basis, however,
         Barry also makes an effort to be civil to the advertising types who want to see what their posters would look like on the
         walls of his abandoned platforms, and to the actors and directors who are desperate to shoot in his station. ‘We had that
         James Bowlam down here,’ Barry told me. ‘He was a very nice man. I let him change in my office.’ In the recent James Bond
         movie Die Another Day, Barry’s basement was the place where the secret agent learnt from ‘M’ that he was to be cashiered.
      

      
      For a further fee, Barry will even take visiting creatives for a spin in his very own Tube train, which is berthed at the
         closed but far from redundant stop. I like to imagine him rattling like a revenant through the Underground in his personal
         train, selecting his route on a whim – the real reason that the trains the rest of us patronise are delayed and stations shut – and the inspectors unable to lay a glove
         on him, because of his unexampled profitability.
      

      
      You don’t have to be Dr Freud to have an inkling about what makes the subterranean so fascinating. It’s the repository of
         what’s precious to us, and also what we fear and abhor. It’s where we bury our treasure – and before that’s dismissed as the
         stuff of pirate yarns, it’s worth noting that the Tower of London prefers to curate the crown-jewels in a bunker below ground,
         and similar measures are favoured by managers of London’s less well known lock-ups. The lore of the London criminal would
         be incomplete without the stash of moody money, to be dug up and divvied out as soon as the gang is back together again. Secrets
         are a form of treasure, and the underground is synonymous with secrecy. As the director of the Cabinet War Rooms told me,
         ‘The thing about secret buildings is, they go down as far as they go up.’
      

      
      London’s stockroom in the ground doubles as a charnel house.

      
      
      The city is notoriously full of plague pits, long since hygienically landfilled, but a curiosity to the ghoulish and those
         who’ll pay good money to have their flesh crept. In Charterhouse Square, an urchin called John is said to have slipped and
         fallen into a deep seventeenth-century pit. He couldn’t get out again, and in his desperation gnawed on a human limb in a
         futile attempt to postpone starvation. Escorted walks of London’s notable quarters, which often wind their way through shadowy
         places, include the square in their itineraries. At Hallowe’en, you may be lucky enough to see a wild-haired man in a gore-flecked
         nightshirt running through the appalled and giggling walkers, brandishing a prosthetic limb resembling poor John’s last meal
         and crying, ‘’Ere! Have a bit of this! It’s lovely!’
      

      
      My adventures under the capital would have meant less without the people I met there. Sewermen told me tall tales of coming
         across people who dwelt in the culverts of London, men and women who passed their time below ground like the well documented
         inhabitants of the New York subway. These apocryphal stories reminded me of the cult British thriller Death Line. The plot, which exploited the fears of those of us who had ever imagined being trapped in the Underground, concerned a group
         of people who had been walled up at Russell Square station and turned feral, attacking hapless commuters. That said, I did
         meet a real-life denizen of the underworld, an old man who had been tunnelling in north London. Unlike the miners of Cricklewood,
         he wasn’t getting paid for his pains. Indeed, his excavations were likely to cost him dear, if the council ever penetrated
         his ramshackle garden and ramshackle house in order to serve a writ on him. Holes had begun appearing without warning in surrounding
         roads. The same thing was happening on a larger scale at Blackheath, where stretches of the A2 had been falling into the pits
         left by seventeenth-century chalk workings – and nineteenth-century drinking dens. But the old man who had literally undermined
         the streets where he lived had done the whole thing by himself. I could never fathom the motives of this eccentric character. My favourite explanation was the one offered by a neighbour, who reckoned that the tunneller had a grudge
         against his bank. ‘Yes, I think he was planning to come up through the floor of the branch and rob it. Unfortunately, it shut
         down before he finished the tunnel. Now he can’t get out of the habit of digging.’
      

      
      The old boy belonged to a stripe of men – and they were predominantly men – who had a fascination with what was underground. This fascination was just this side of obsession, as
         outsiders might see it: their wives, for instance. Possibly the other side of obsession, too, if we’re being brutally honest.
         Another man I met who had a thing about the Underground told me with an apologetic expression that his other half saw it in
         the most starkly Freudian terms. The members of a group called Subterranea Britannica were engrossed in studying the built
         environment beneath our feet. As membership secretary Nick Catford put it, ‘If it’s man-made and underground, we’re interested.’
         The founder members got together in the 1970s to investigate mines, tunnels, drains and suchlike, and it all developed from
         there. I came across them in my earliest forays into the hidden capital; I would make sightings of these moles on the Internet
         – their website was well produced and regularly refreshed – and take soundings of them in conversations I had with people
         who knew the capital upside-down. One of Subterranea Britannica’s experts kindly gave me an itinerary of secret London places,
         broken down according to the degree of difficulty of getting into them. I’m pleased to say that I’ve since managed to cross
         off destinations not only from the ‘easy’ and ‘moderate’ categories but also to bag sites from the list headed ‘Difficult
         (But therefore unusual and never been done before)’.
      

      
      My friend from Subterranea Britannica didn’t even know about the Cricklewood mine where I got myself trapped with Pete, in
         a broken-down railway in a dark tunnel with no chance of getting anywhere near fresh air for hours, a pretty good working description of my worst nightmare, or so I would have said not many moons earlier. But I wasn’t panicking. On the
         contrary, I was exhilarated. I felt as though I was back in love with the city at last. The tunnel had led me to something
         new about London, this ancient, overcrowded place. Until that moment, I would have said that the old town was established,
         settled, mature. Yes, estates might rise up here and there to nibble at the green belt. But from the no doubt comfortable
         vantage point of someone whose own backyard wasn’t under threat – someone who didn’t have a backyard, in fact – these encroachments
         felt marginal. Sure, from time to time old buildings came down and new ones went up in their place. There was turnover and
         makeover. But this was London marching on the spot, presenting first one profile to the world and then a different one, perhaps,
         but occupying the same space all the while. In the jargon of the builder and the town planner, it was brownfield development.
         But surely London’s colonising days were over. The city which had reclaimed marsh and river in order to grow had lost its
         taste for expansion. Or so I’d thought. But I saw a sight to change my opinion. Deep in the London clay, there was another
         kind of brownfield development, one which proved that the city was growing in the most unanticipated way.
      

      
      In William Blake’s Jerusalem, ‘the fields from Islington to Marybone, / To Primrose Hill and Saint John’s Wood, / Were builded over with pillars of gold;
         / And there Jerusalem’s pillars stood.’ To London Electricity, the Jerusalem of a great, inexhaustible supply of power to
         the capital under the streets of St John’s Wood rested not on pillars of gold but rings of concrete. The life of the London
         Connection tunnel was measured in rings, fat concrete hoops a metre and a half wide. They were transforming a hole in the
         ground into a giant electricity cable. Each shift was expected to move the face of the dig forward by twenty rings. Anything
         on top of that was worth bonuses. Distances into the tunnels were expressed in numbers of rings: tens and hundreds and thousands of rings. At the foot of the pit was a metal panel which was scored with chalk marks like
         notches on a prison wall. There were eight strokes, one for each ring installed so far by the early shift. Gerry and John,
         miners of the old school, had looked me up and down and pretended that I had the makings of a tunneller. ‘There’s a few rings
         in you,’ said Gerry. ‘Aye, we’ll have to give you a banjo,’ said John. To the north-west of us, another group of miners was
         also digging out clay and replacing it with rings. If all went according to plan, their dig and the one at Cricklewood would
         meet and then the miners would celebrate with a breakthrough party, a fearful piss-up. ‘Better bring your boxing gloves,’
         said Gerry.
      

      
      The wet and mud underfoot made you think that you were in a real mine, a coal mine, and so did Mark from Newport. Mark had
         worked at the Marine Colliery in South Wales until it closed down. His friends had invested their redundancy money in becoming
         pit owners. ‘Now the power people will buy everything they can dig,’ said Mark. ‘They’ve got a job for life.’ This was the
         grail, the good life. Mark was going on holiday to Benidorm, he said. ‘We’re taking my boy away with his mum and dad for one
         last time.’ Mark turned his face towards the mouth of the pit and spread his arms. The thought of exchanging a hole in the
         ground for the sizzling beaches of Benidorm! Mark’s son wanted to follow his old man into mining. ‘But he’s never done a day’s
         work in his life. He doesn’t even cut the grass.’
      

      
      It was Mark’s job to supervise the amazingly ticklish process of taking fresh rings as they were lowered by a crane from the
         top of the pit, and jockeying them onto the open wagons of the trains bound for the face of the dig. Signalling to the driver
         of a loco, who sat in the cab of his khaki-coloured iron-horse, Mark ordered the leading wagon back and forth until he was
         satisfied that the rings were in the right position. Then he released the harnesses which held them and they thumped into
         place.
      

      
      Working conditions could scarcely have been more rudimentary. You’ll get a sense of this, I think, when I say that the carriage in which Pete and I became stranded was known
         as a ‘man-rider’. It did exactly what it said on the tin. You sat bent double in a clanging, unupholstered can for the duration
         of your journey, which could last anything up to two hours each way. When the tunnel lamps were working, light entered the
         man-rider through wire mesh over the bare windows. It was like a Black Maria. But if it was unrestful, the diabolical tunnelling
         machine itself was patently life-threatening, if operated inexpertly. The machine weighed eighty tons. It had a diameter of
         3.5 metres but it was sixty metres long, trailing conveyor belts of spoor. In front of the cab where the driver sat, blades
         clawed and ripped the earth. Behind the cab, a clanking, slithering chain dragged concrete rings within the reach of a claw-hammer
         grab. This robot arm clasped the rings and swung them into place to line the tunnel.
      

      
      By jinking through the chicane of this flailing machinery, I reached the cab. Ahead of the driver’s console, the great drill
         bits were cleaving the earth. I put my hand on the tunnel wall behind the cab and felt the clay. It was cool, damp, smooth,
         like the best-quality sculpting or potting material. Though the tunnelling machine left an immaculate, even finish on the
         walls, just here and there were the slightest ridges and pleats. I broke one of them off. And in that moment I realised that
         I was holding in my hand a new part of London. The immutable old place was changing in front of my eyes. The city was colonising
         its inhospitable element. To see the column of dully lustrous clay emerging was to watch London grow.
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      On another day when I was deep below London, down where it’s dark and cold and wet, I was puzzling over this unfathomable side
         of the city when a jellyfish went past my head like a think-bubble. Of course! This was what London was like, even before
         there was a London at all. Far above me was the surface of the modern metropolis. It rests on its cold, wet base as negligently
         as a fat old man on a waterbed. But the mighty River Thames once inundated the very spot where I was standing, where I was
         easefully breathing. Today, it’s the sunken chamber of an aquarium beneath the former Greater London Council building on the
         South Bank. Oh sure, it’s the South Bank now, but the aquarium had been an entirely natural water feature in the days when the river was broader and shallower than it
         is in the twenty-first century. Schools of eel and salmon had made their piscine living where the tame jellyfish was now moving
         away from me as lazily as a smoke-ring.
      

      
      Water was the reason that there was a London at all. Many citizens are unaware that their home is really a sea port. Father
         Thames, as seen in his bust in the courtyard of Somerset House, is a genial old cove poised to tip out a cornucopia in front
         of his fortunate riverine people. The Thames is still so dominant in the image of London, the river of life in the title sequence
         of the nation’s favourite soap opera about cockney types, that we tend to forget that it is really a city of many rivers.
         Virile Father Thames had progeny: Stamford Brook, the Wandle, Counter’s Creek, the Falcon, the Westbourne, the Tyburn, the
         Effra, the Fleet, the Walbrook, Neckinger and the Earl’s Sluice, the Peck and the Ravensbourne. These tributaries were well known to Londoners until just a few generations ago. In their fledgling
         way, they brought the city as many boons as their more celebrated parent: water from London’s hills; a means of transport;
         an outflow for their waste. If you gave them any consideration at all, you could be forgiven for thinking that these rivers
         had dried up and only survived in the street names of the arid topography to the north and south of the Thames. But they are
         overlooked only because they can no longer be seen. Very reasonably, it seldom occurs to commuters at Sloane Square station
         that the black, round-bottomed pipe which shoots the rapids of the east- and westbound platforms is in fact a conduit for
         the Westbourne. It adds a bucolic touch, a river – a stream, really – gurgling through this dropping-off point for those twin but very contrasting bastions of London living, Peter Jones
         department store, where well brought-up gels have their bridal books, and the Royal Court Theatre, a cradle of agit-prop.
      

      
      The Westbourne and other waterways remain the capillary system of a sunken city. The rivers of London run for more than a
         hundred miles, all told. Even deeper than the rivers are 1.5 billion litres of groundwater, trapped beneath the London clay.
         Here was where my adventures in subterranean London properly began, I felt, with the water which moved and pooled under the
         city. I started with that most colourful of London’s buried waterways, the River Fleet. The Fleet was a historic stretch of
         water, with connections to some of the city’s outstanding personalities and events. It was also associated with some of the
         old trades of London. It had been the whiffy helpmeet of cutlers and tanners and butchers. At the beginning of the sixteenth
         century, the spendidly handled Wynkyn de Worde set up shop on Fleet Street with the printing press which had belonged to the
         late William Caxton, the first man in England to build such a thing. Wynkyn’s old haunt became journalism’s spiritual home,
         in so far as this was possible. The Fleet, through this connection, had been what drew me to London to make my living.
      

      
      The river first appears in the history books during the reign of King John, when the Knights Hospitallers had a wharf at Fleet
         Lane. They allowed St Bartholomew’s Hospital to share it. Patients who were too ill to travel by foot were put off at the
         quayside. The river was then the reeking backyard of men who dealt in hides and flesh. More and more rubbish was dumped in
         it as the population grew. In his Survey of London of 1598, John Stow lists five bridges over the Fleet. But ‘it was impassable for boats, by reason of the many encroachments
         thereon made, by the throwing of offal and other garbage by butchers, saucemen and others and by reason of the many houses
         of office standing over upon it’. The Fleet was a boundary between the City and royal Westminster. In 1643, it became the
         natural barrier around which London’s revolutionary militia set about resisting the royalist army, when earthworks were built
         on both banks to keep out Prince Rupert’s men. In the Great Fire of 1666, flames sprang from one bank of the river to the
         other, consuming wharves and houses on either side. Wren redesigned the watercourse, deepening and widening it and constructing
         docks thirty feet wide on both banks. But shipping still preferred to steer clear and the river continued to fill with waste.
         As London has grown, so the Fleet has disappeared. It has been landscaped out of sight. This trend, affecting not only the
         Fleet but other lost rivers too, has had very little to do with sanitation and everything to do with the demand for land in
         central London. Broadly speaking, the covering of the Fleet has proceeded in the opposite direction to the flow of the river,
         beginning close to the point where it discharges into the Thames and retracing its route back towards its source. In 1733,
         the stretch from Fleet Bridge as far north as Holborn Bridge was arched over. Six years later, City fathers approved the demolition
         of the most famous market in London, the Stocks Market, to allow for the construction of Mansion House, and the market was rebuilt over a specially covered stretch
         of the Fleet. By the end of the eighteenth century, the remainder of the river from Fleet Bridge to the Thames was channelled
         underground. The sewerising of the Fleet led to rumours about a gross swine living underground. Perhaps this had something
         to do with the popular saying about where a pig is happiest. ‘A fatter boar was hardly ever seen than one taken up this day,
         coming out of the Fleet ditch into the Thames,’ reported the Gentleman’s Magazine in August 1736. ‘It proved to be a butcher’s near Smithfield Bars, who had missed him five months, all which time he had
         been in the common sewer, and was improved in price from ten shillings to two guineas.’
      

      
      With the excavation of the Regent’s Canal in 1812, the next stretch of the Fleet to be enclosed was from King’s Cross north
         towards the emerging suburb of Camden Town. The uppermost reaches of the river were the last to be concealed. As Hampstead
         grew in the nineteenth century, the river was built over from Camden to Hampstead and Highgate Ponds. As London expanded,
         so did the demands on its sewers. In 1846, the pressure of trapped gases became too much for the Fleet and a section of it
         spectacularly blew up. Traffic couldn’t move for effluent at King’s Cross, three poorhouses in Clerkenwell were swept away
         in a tidal stream of sewage, and a Thames steamboat rammed into Blackfriars Bridge on a bow wave of crap.
      

      
      If you’ve been leafing through this book in the hope that subterranean London will be a respite from the vulgarity of the
         world above, I’m afraid I can only apologise. Dear reader, it gets worse.
      

      
      ‘Cuntis is Latin,’ said Jane. ‘Cunte with an ‘e’ on the end is Anglo-Saxon. Cunena was the goddess of children.’
      

      
      I wouldn’t have minded but this was supposed to be a Saturday afternoon stroll through the Fleet valley.

      
      
      ‘Cuntipotent.’ Jane went on, ‘What do you think cuntipotent means? All-powerful. Cuniculate is a tunnelled passage open at
         one end.’
      

      
      Yes, Jane had a mouth on her, all right. She had an almost Tourettic fixation with the c-word. In addition to being a distaff
         version of the foul-mouthed but otherwise charming Hugh Grant character in Four Weddings and a Funeral, Jane was a guide. She was our guide to the Fleet, and to so much more besides. Jane was warming to her theme, which she
         had embarked upon some time ago now, concerning the derivation of the name Kenditch, another of London’s lost rivers. If Jane
         was to be believed, then the ‘Ken’ in ‘Kenditch’ meant, well, not to put too fine a point on it—
      

      
      ‘—I don’t think there’s much doubt that “Ken” comes from cunt,’ said Jane. ‘Rivers are symbols of fertility. Just think about
         the one we’re exploring, the Fleet. Cunt-shaped pools, water the colour of menstrual blood.’
      

      
      Jane had a point. The water was red. While she was dilating on the bawdy origins of London place names, one of her fellow guides was passing round a beaker
         of Fleet water so that we could all have a swig. The metallic-tasting Fleet was the colour of a dentist’s mouthwash, pinkly
         tinted by the minerals through which it drained. We were taking a breather at Mount Pleasant, perhaps for no better reason
         than the pungent etymology of the place. Jane said, ‘Mount Pleasant was originally an ironic name for a really disgusting
         tip. Next to it was Laystool Street. Stool as in your turd, yeah? Lovely name for a block of flats: Laystool Court, everybody!
      

      
      ‘You see, fleet is Anglo-Saxon for tidal inlet,’ Jane continued. ‘The fleet would carry off your urine and your turds, essentially. In the
         late thirteenth century, the Whitefriar monks complained that they couldn’t smell their own frankincense because of the stench
         of the Fleet. There was the most extraordinary cocktail of effluents.’ I looked at the beaker of Fleet water and saw that the dregs had begun to turn green.
      

      
      
      I might have seen this coming. As early as the first half-hour of the walk, when we were craning for a sight of the dribbling
         river in a gully on a hill, Jane had said, ‘And we have a flow, ladies and gentlemen! We have a flow!’ We were on Hampstead
         Heath. You might think that one of the highest natural locations in London was a strange choice of stepping-off point for
         an exploration of the subterranean city. I had come across a listing for a guided walk of the Fleet valley. Admittedly, the
         ramble would be overground, but it would orient me, I hoped. The heath was the source of the Fleet, as well as three other
         tributaries of the Thames. ‘The heath is positively flowing with springs,’ said Jane.
      

      
      We visited Flask Walk in Hampstead, where wells had been set into the wall. It wasn’t only the village’s splendid views and
         leafy purlieus which had made it desirable but also its potable springs. To this day, the well-to-do still lived within walking
         distance of prized pools, such as the Vale of Hampstead pond. One of the party asked a question about plants, about species
         native to the heath, but Jane wasn’t happy about the idea of native species. ‘Some people have raised the whole question of race,’ she said. This got approving nods from a pair of blondes in
         dressy trainers. A black boy sitting on a bench with a can of Stella and his girlfriend looked at us pityingly. Jane explained
         that people used to follow the Fleet and other tributaries of the Thames, accompanying them all the way into the city. She
         mimicked these wayfarers who rode beside the water. She was tensely holding reins, taking the heath at a gentle trot. But
         now waters like the Fleet were disguised, underground, putting an end, it seemed, to a tradition of river-following. ‘On a
         cultural level,’ she said, ‘you’ve removed a way of being.’ The black boy was agog that anyone would choose to spend a Saturday
         lunchtime doing what we were doing.
      

      
      Like advanced water-dowsers who had dispensed with their hazel sprigs, we followed the river’s lost bed past the Fleet Primary School on Fleet Road. We stalked the hidden watercourse beside the Goddess beauty salon on Mansfield Road, where old
         dears sat under hairdryers like motorcycle crash helmets. We tracked the river into Cressfield Close, a road named after the
         paddy-fields of salad which the river had irrigated in Victorian times.
      

      
      ‘Baron! BARON! Slow down!’ A short, stocky man was taking a short, stocky dog for a walk on a chain you could have raised a drawbridge with.
         ‘Socialist Alliance!’ said a voice through the PA of an idling van. It was a left-wing candidate canvassing for votes, but
         ironically his loud-hailer technique was from the come-out-with-your-hands-up school of a Scotland Yard armed response unit.
         The amplified voice of the Socialist Alliance man trained his fire on New Labour. ‘They’ve put people … they’ve put profit before people,’ he said.
      

      
      From Kentish Town Road, a place with a bacchanalian address in Jane’s eyes, we turned onto the towpath of the Regent’s Canal.
         White-green water boiled into the canal. The foam looked like an old duvet snagged underwater. Another of our guides, James,
         told us that in some cultures, bodies of water were credited with teaching man to speak, hence references to babbling brooks and whispering rushes. ‘These societies believe that if you remove all the reeds from a river, you cut out the river’s tongue,’ said James,
         to rush-like nodding from some of our party. The noise of the streets, including the PA of the circling Socialist Alliance,
         faded away beneath a canal bridge.
      

      
      The Fleet has often been hymned by the poets, although hymned might not be quite the word for it. For the balladeers, a favourite
         trope was that the river’s turgid waters were the last resting place of Londoners’ unwanted pets. In ‘A Description of a City
         Shower’, Jonathan Swift drew attention to the Fleet’s freight of ‘drown’d Puppies’. In a similar vein, Pope’s Dunciad tells us,
      

      
      
      This labour past, by Bridewell all descend,

      
      (As morning pray’r and flagellation end)

      
      To where Fleet-Ditch with disemboguing streams

      
      Rolls the large tribute of dead dogs to the Thames.

      
      The connection between the river and the city’s unfortunate strays, this shaggy dog story, has persisted into the present
         day. There’s a creek on the Regent’s Canal, not far from its junction with the Fleet, known as Dead Dog Basin. It’s regularly
         visited by a dog who is very much alive, a mutt called Timmy. With his masters Mick and Peter, Timmy inspects Dead Dog Basin
         as he makes the rounds of the canal on a flat-bottomed barque, The Pride of London, a British Waterways vessel. The mission of the Pride and her crew is to keep the canal navigable by removing the rubbish from it. The Pride looks a bit like the craft in which Martin Sheen goes upriver in Apocalypse Now, though not even in the director’s cut do I recall seeing shopping trolleys in the prow of Sheen’s river patrol boat.
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