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INTRODUCTION





“From the top of the bus she could see the vast bowl of London spreading out to the horizon.”


Julia Gregson


London transport has long been a fascination of many. People are drawn to it for its vehicles, its history, and its power and speed. The sheer scale of its intricate and complicated networks, the role it played in times of conflict and distress, and the way the growth of Greater London came about via its transport links are all topics of great interest.


When I was a child, growing up on the outskirts of London, the transport system offered a direct route to some of the best museums in the world – the brown and orange squares on the seats of the District line trains are forever etched on my memory – not to mention Hamleys. London was intriguing – busy, loud, colourful – and as a teenager, the trains, Tubes and buses offered an escape from the suburbs and to the excitement of Oxford Street, Kensington Market, Camden Town and live music venues too numerous to mention. The Tube map wasn’t just a travel aid, but offered endless possibilities in the shape of unexplored territory, each stop offering something new – whether it was worth looking at or not. Even as a fully-fledged grown-up, I find myself on occasion poring over Harry Beck’s creation, wondering what might be found at this stop or that. This amazing map only echoes the merits of a city that is undeniably diverse and filled with possibility, and its various transport networks certainly helped to make it so.


In the beginning


Early forms of public transport in London were generally confined to the wealthy, with hackney carriages as early as the 1600s commanding a price that few could afford. Little changed over the centuries, as the introduction of horse-drawn omnibuses for those commuting to the Square Mile was considered a luxury for the rich. Having said that, considering the size of London in around 1800 – one only had to walk for 30 minutes in any direction to reach open fields – most people chose to walk anyway.


As the city began to grow, the need for transport for all Londoners increased. With their ability to carry twice as many passengers as omnibuses, trams could offer cheaper fares, and the original premise of the Tube was to offer a form of public transport that all classes could afford.


In this book, you’ll tour the evolution of London’s transport: from the Woolwich Ferry in the fourteenth century, the very earliest mode of public transport in London, to ‘driverless’ trains and cable cars – just a glimpse of what the future holds. You will be taken on a journey via London’s tunnels, roads and river to discover how its transport network contributed to the makings of this world-famous city.









CHAPTER 1


HACKNEY CARRIAGES





“One of the most blessed institutions of London is the cab. I prefer it much to the bus – to equestrian exercise – and if I had, which I have not, a carriage of my own, I dare say I should prefer it even to that.”


J. Ewing Ritchie, About London


Stagecoaches were introduced in the early 1600s and allowed passengers to pre-book seats to travel long distances out of London; however, journeys were arduously long and divided up into ‘stages’ of 10 –15 miles in order for horses to be swapped and to allow travellers to rest. But then came the hackney carriages: more personal vehicles that could be hailed in the street to whisk you from one side of the city to the other – quite the luxury. Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli called the famous nineteenth-century Hansom cabs ‘the gondolas of London’ and they changed the streets of the city for good.


Timeline


1636 – Charles I rules that a maximum of 50 hackney carriages may tout their trade in London to reduce congestion in the city.


1654 – Oliver Cromwell forms the Fellowship of Master Hackney Carriages and ups the number allowed on the streets of London to 200. Taxi driving becomes a profession.


1657 – The allowances are revoked – one of the main reasons for this is the issue of drink-driving – and the hackney carriages are removed from the London streets.


1660 – The monarchy is restored and so are the hackney carriage allowances.


1662 – Charles II declares that all hackney carriages must be licensed and increases the maximum number allowed to 400. He sets up the Hackney Coach Office to regulate the trade.


1688 – The number of hackney carriages permitted on the London streets is increased to 600.


1711 – 1,000 licences are issued; licensed drivers are the only people allowed to pick up passengers in the street.


1825 – By this point there are around 600 stagecoaches making the journey between central London and the surrounding towns every day.


1833 – Responsibilities of the Hackney Coach Office are passed to the Stamp Office, whereby restrictions on numbers are annulled.


1843 – Control of the trade is transferred to the commissioner of police and the Public Carriage Office is formed.


1851 – This year sees the introduction of the ‘Knowledge of London’ – a rigorous testing process that requires potential taxi drivers to garner a more than intimate knowledge of the city’s streets.


1869 – Control of London cabs falls to the Home Secretary.


1891 – Wilhelm Bruhn invents the taximeter, which is used to regulate fares; a version of it is still in use today.


1897 – A fleet of battery-operated cabs are introduced by Walter Bersey.


1903 – Taxis with internal-combustion engines are introduced.


1907 – A law is passed requiring every taxi to be fitted with a taximeter.


1913 – What becomes known as ‘the Great Cab Strike of 1913’ takes place, as drivers protest against hiked petrol prices.


1947 – The last horse-drawn carriage in London makes its final journey and surrenders its licence.


1960s – The world-famous iconic London taxi, as we know it, is introduced.


2000 – Responsibilities of the Public Carriage Office pass from the Metropolitan Police to Transport for London.


2010 – The Public Carriage Office is renamed London Taxi and Private Hire.


2013 – Uber, the low-cost cashless taxi service, is launched in London.


2014 – 12,000 London taxi drivers park their trusty steeds on Whitehall, creating a blockade in protest against the Uber app, which caused a rise in unlicensed taxis in London.


30,000


In 1900 more than 30,000 horses were needed to keep London’s streets moving, hauling taxis, trams and omnibuses, as well as private carriages and delivery vehicles.
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Do not be too confidential with cabby, nor ask him what he charges, nor hold out a handful of silver to him and ask him to pay himself, nor give him a sovereign in mistake for a shilling, and delude yourself with the idea that he will return it.


J. Ewing Ritchie, About London
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People of note
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Wilhelm Bruhn (1853–1927)


The official difference between a taxi and a cab is that the former has a meter, although the terms have become widely interchangeable in everyday use. It’s thanks to German inventor Wilhelm Bruhn that a taxi is called just that, after he devised the ‘taximeter’ in 1891 (‘taxi’ from the French taxe meaning ‘tax’ or ‘fee’). The taximeter invented by Bruhn was the benchmark for the meters used today, as it measures distance and time, allowing for an accurate fare to be charged. However, taxi drivers weren’t keen on the way it regulated fares, and therefore their incomes, and many a taximeter found its way to the bottom of the Thames. In 1907 a law was passed that required all cabs to have the meter installed.
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Joseph Hansom (1803–82)


York architect Joseph Hansom was responsible for the horse-drawn Hansom cab, which he patented in 1834. Designed to offer the occupant a journey that was both speedy and safe, it was rigorously tested and was originally dubbed the Hansom Safety Cab. The original design was later modified and improved, but Hansom’s name remained. Hansom was a prolific architect, focusing predominantly on the Gothic revival style, and was responsible for such mighty structures as Birmingham Town Hall and Plymouth Cathedral.
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Walter C. Bersey (1868–unknown)


Walter Bersey was an electrical engineer who, at the tender age of 20, devised a new and improved dry battery that was used to power the first self-propelled London taxis. In 1888 he built an electric bus and his first passenger cars hit the streets in 1897. The taxis became known as ‘Berseys’, after the creator of their means of power, or ‘Hummingbirds’, due to the sound made by the engine; and the first fleet was comprised of vehicles that could reach up to 9 mph – imagine that. The Berseys were popular with Londoners, many of whom opted for a ride in one over a horse-drawn number, but in 1899, after a handful of road accidents, they were taken out of service. Bersey gave up on battery-powered vehicles and turned his hand to petrol-powered cars instead.


‘Knowledge of London’


A detailed knowledge of the streets of London is required of anyone keen to take the helm of a London cab. The ‘Knowledge of London’ test was introduced by Richard Mayne in 1851 and currently requires would-be drivers to learn the location of 20,000 landmarks – down to the order of theatres in the West End – and around 25,000 streets in a radius of 6 miles from Charing Cross. That’s 113 square miles! Applicants are tested regularly while training and are required to supply, within a matter of seconds, the most direct legal route between any two addresses within the designated area. Taking on this gargantuan task will set you back two to four years and usually only a quarter to a third of applicants are granted licences. Those who step up to the challenge are told it will be the hardest thing they ever attempt to achieve and most cabbies will vouch for this. A report published in Current Biology that studied brain scans of trainee taxi drivers claims that successfully developing this ‘mental atlas’ actually affects memory and causes structural changes in the brain. Quite literally, a mind-blowing feat.


1636


Dating back to 1636, the licensed taxi trade is the oldest regulated public transport system in the world.


Hyde Park ban


Unruly behaviour displayed by hackney carriage occupants caused several travel bans to be imposed on the vehicles going through Hyde Park. The first was enforced in 1685 and lifted two years later but, following yet more bad behaviour, in 1711 the ban was reinstated and remained in place for a whopping 213 years, before it was lifted in 1924.


Early fare dodgers


In 1832 an enclosed hackney carriage was introduced; however, as the door was at the rear, it was all too easy for passengers to dismount and drivers found themselves with a deluge of fare evaders.


Hackney carriages


The much-loved, and much-evolved, hackney carriage does not, as you might think, take its name from the east London borough, but from the French word haquenée, which means ‘a horse available for hire’.
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From A Handy Book of the Law of London Cabs and Omnibuses, by William Thomas Charley, published in 1897:


No hackney carriage can be certified fit for public use unless the following conditions are complied with:


1st. That the Stamp Office plate is fixed on the back of the carriage, and plates, with the christian and surname of proprietors, on each side, and a plate with projecting figures of the number of the Stamp Office plate, inside.


2nd. That the tables of fares are fixed on the outside and inside of the carriage, as directed by the Commissioners.


3rd. That the table of fares, inside and outside the carriages, are according to the pattern at the Metropolitan police office in all respects, as to words, size, printing and colour, and perfectly legible.


4th. That the number of persons to be carried be distinctly painted on some part of the back of the carriage.


5th. That sixteen inches at least, measuring in a straight line, are allowed on the seats for each person, and also room for the legs and feet.


6th. That there is sufficient height for the head of each passenger inside when sitting, not less than forty inches from the seat to the roof, measuring from the top of the cushion.


7th. That each carriage has a check string or wire.


8th. That the roof, springs, wheels, seats, cushions, linings, panels, doors and windows, &c, are clean, in good repair and working order; that the doors shut closely at top and bottom.


9th. That no printed bills, &c, be placed so as to obstruct light or ventilation.


10th. That the steps, if required for getting into the carriage, are convenient. — New carriages above 20 inches, and other carriages above 18 inches high, are to have steps.


11th. That an iron frame and chains of the approved pattern, or some equally efficient means for securing luggage carried on the roof, is fixed on the outside of all clarence carriages.


12th. That straps with holes are placed on the window-frames, and metal or bone knobs fixed inside the carriages, to enable the windows to be partially closed, at the option of the hirer.


13th. That the floor be covered with rope or coir mats, or some other proper material, instead of straw.





22,000


There are more than 22,000 taxis in London and around 25,000 licensed drivers; these are the cabs you can hail in the street. When it comes to vehicles available for private hire, there are 3,200 operators using 48,000 vehicles and 60,000 drivers. And these are just the licensed vehicles that fall under the Transport for London-operated London Taxi and Private Hire.


Hail the cab


Ever wondered why we call them cabs? Well, ‘cab’ is actually an abbreviation of ‘cabriolet’, which was a light, two-wheeled, one-horse carriage that originated in Paris. ‘Cabriolet’ literally translates as ‘leap like a goat’ and referred to the tendency of these lightweight vehicles to bounce through the streets.


Fare’s fare


London cab fares have always been set by Parliament and, as well as taking into account time, distance and minimum fare, they also consider a list of ‘extras’. These include: hiring of a taxi on evenings, weekends and public holidays; hiring from Heathrow Airport; travelling with luggage over 60 cm in length; additional passengers; telephone bookings, as opposed to hailing a taxi; and soiling of the cab. All extras, bar the latter, must be added at the start of the journey.


London taxi fares in March 2015


(Minimum fare at all times: £2.40)
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Got any change?


Taxi drivers are not legally obliged to hand out change for your large, crisp banknote, but are entitled to take the money and offer to post the correct change to your home address.


On the move


Regardless of whether their yellow ‘Taxi’ sign is lit, drivers are not obliged to stop for you when you hail them, because legally they are not plying their trade while their vehicle is moving. However, once they have pulled up, they are not allowed to refuse a fare under 12 miles in distance or an hour in length. The 12-mile or one-hour rule originates from the days of horse-drawn taxis, when it was enforced to avoid the animal becoming tired or thirsty.


Taxi driver slang


[image: images] Aztec Temple – Vauxhall Cross, MI6 headquarters


[image: images] Banker – Regularly requested fare


[image: images] Bilker – A fare dodger


[image: images] Binder – A long wait for a fare


[image: images] Bowler hat – City gent


[image: images] Box of tricks – Euston station


[image: images] Bullring – Waterloo IMAX cinema roundabout


[image: images] Bullseye – £50 note


[image: images] Confessional – Pull-down seat directly behind the driver


[image: images] Dead Zoo – Natural History Museum


[image: images] Duck and dive – Taking the back streets to avoid traffic


[image: images] The Flyers – Heathrow Airport


[image: images] Gas Works – Houses of Parliament


[image: images] Long cut – when speed is chosen over distance


[image: images] The Loo – Waterloo station


[image: images] Macaroni – £25


[image: images] Magic carpet – A pedestrian crossing


[image: images] Mince Pie – The London Eye


[image: images] The Pancake – St Pancras station


[image: images] Scabs – Drivers illegally touting for business


[image: images] Smash – Small change


[image: images] Stepney – Spare wheel


[image: images] Strawberry – Traffic jam


[image: images] Suicide trikes – Rickshaws


[image: images] Tripe Shop – Broadcasting House


[image: images] The Uproar – The Royal Opera House


[image: images] Wedding Cake – Queen Victoria memorial outside Buckingham Palace 


[image: images] Wet Doughnut – Princess Diana Memorial


Up to scratch


The inspection of all vehicles falling under the TPH (Taxi and Private Hire) umbrella is carried out by TfL (Transport for London) annually. Drivers are also assessed to check that they are medically fit, are of good character and still have what it takes to pass the ‘Knowledge of London’ test, ensuring that they know the streets of London like the back of their hand. All vehicles must pass the ‘Conditions of Fitness’ test, which dictates that a bowler-hatted passenger be able to sit in comfort in the passenger compartment, that the vehicle has a 25 ft (7.6 m) turning circle enabling it to perform a U-turn from a central rank, and that it is wheelchair accessible.


A cultural icon


The iconic London black cab is the Fairway, based on the FX4, which was introduced in 1959 and was in production until 1997. Some of the other models touting the streets for business over the years include the following.
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One per cent


Just 1 per cent of London’s taxi drivers are women.


Black Cab Sessions


Take a band/musician, put them in a reasonably confined space – try the back of an Austin FX4 London taxi cab – and ask them to acoustically perform just one song while you film it. It’s a simple and incredibly effective idea, and it’s exactly what Black Cab Sessions is all about. The brainchild of Hidden Fruits and Just So Films, Black Cab Sessions has played host to the likes of Rufus Wainwright, Fleet Foxes, Bon Iver, The National, Laura Marling, The Kooks and the Sugababes. Watch the videos online at vimeo.com/blackcabsessions.


Cabbie shelters


Ever spotted a little green shed by the side of a London road and wondered what it was originally used for? There’s a good chance that on a bleary morning you’ve sought comfort in a bacon sandwich and a steaming cup of coffee delivered via the hatch. These little green sheds were ‘cabmen’s shelters’, designed to provide hot food and a roof for those plying their trade on the London roads. In 1875, the 7th Earl of Shaftesbury set up the Cabmen’s Shelter Fund, helping to finance 61 shelters within a six-mile radius of Charing Cross, which were built between 1875 and 1914. Due to the shelters’ placement on public highways, there were strict rules that they should be no bigger than a horse and cart. Despite such restrictions, each shelter managed to accommodate a kitchen, a shelf offering a selection of books and newspapers, and enough room for 13 drivers to sit and take a load off.


Just 13 of the original cabmen’s shelters remain and all are now Grade II listed:


 


[image: images] Chelsea Embankment (near the Albert Bridge)


[image: images] Embankment Place (near the Playhouse Theatre)


[image: images] Grosvenor Gardens (on the west side of north garden)


[image: images] Hanover Square (north of central garden)


[image: images] Kensington Park Road (outside numbers 8–10)


[image: images] Kensington Road (north side)


[image: images] Pont Street (near Sloane Street)
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[image: images] St George’s Square, Pimlico (north side)
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[image: images] Thurloe Place, Kensington (opposite the Victoria and Albert Museum)
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