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For London today the emphasis is on transformation, whether with the impacts of the Covid pandemic of 2020–2, the consequences of a long-term rise in sea levels or the results of the country leaving the European Union in 2020. All suggest a period of international and domestic turmoil. This presents an opportunity for looking back, but with a distinctive perspective, that of London in its national and, even more, international contexts, rather than London to itself. Indeed, all those factors already mentioned are instances of such contexts. Thus, it is the interactions of London that will be considered, and notably so in order to address the question of why London became an international city, how it sustained that position and what is happening to it now.


This is as much about economics and culture as politics and society. It deals with migration, communications, empire and cultural energy, rather than the mechanisms of parish vestries. The history will be end-loaded: there will be enough to understand the earlier history, but the focus will be on the last half-millennium, the period in which London became a major trader with the trans-oceanic world and ruler of trans-oceanic colonies, while the English language became an increasingly important cultural medium, one centred on London.


Within that last half-millennium, the focus is on the period following the Great Fire of 1666. The first half-century was one of rebuilding and expansion, the creation of key institutions such as the Bank of England in 1694, the securing of parliamentary government, and a transformation in Britain’s global position. As a simple multiple, however, of years by people, it is the last century that has to have the longest coverage. Moreover, the modernity that was, and is, always a major issue in the experience of London and response to it, both by Londoners and by others, was particularly apparent in a century of rapid change.


It is appropriate to remember a London childhood, not least fog, the sight of ruined trolleybuses and the plaintive cry of the rag-and-bone man, all past, and those I knew and who cared for me then. However, I would rather like at this point, December 2021, to thank the friends who have kindly given time and attention to reading drafts of this book, notably Peter Barber, Eileen Cox, Paul Double, Bill Gibson, Nigel Ramsay and Nigel Saul. They have greatly improved the book, but are not responsible for any remaining flaws. I have benefited greatly from the help of Duncan Proudfoot and Amanda Keats at Little Brown, and from Lucian Randall, as ever an exemplary copy editor. Lastly, this book is dedicated to Emma in the hope that the city will treat her kindly.


NOTE ON TERMS



City refers to the City of London and city to London as a whole.
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Early London
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The flames burned hard. They have left a distinct brown, burnt layer in the archaeological record of the first Roman London, almost everywhere in the built-up area to the east of the Walbrook, a tributary running down to the Thames. This was the devastation wreaked by Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, in her war with the Romans in 60 CE, in the most traumatic episode in the city’s early history.


Although the Romans were the first to create an urban settlement, they were not the first people to settle in the Greater London area. Instead, the long-term role of the Thames Valley as a communication route, the advantages of the riverside water meadows and the extent to which woodlands provided shelter for animals such as deer, had all attracted settlement long before the Romans arrived.


The tributaries of the Thames had provided plenty of water. In particular, Walbrook was clean and clear-flowing, and provided water all year round. As a result of these advantages, there was not only much animal life, but also, in part in order to pursue hunting, extensive pre-Roman human activity in the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages. Evidence, notably in the shape of remains of early hominids and finds of tool assembly, are supported by pollen and sediment studies, suggesting that, around 2000 BCE, there was a shift from nomadism and the hunting, gathering and slash-and-burn cultivation, to more defined agriculture, permanent settlement and fishing.


Thus, very briefly, we cover the bulk of human history in the London basin. This period, however, is not the history of a city, still less one with international – later, global – links. On the one hand, there is no relevant ‘deep history’ of pseudo-mythic character and ancestry, but there was a key element that remains to the present, that of physical placing. This was both very specific to the site and in terms of the interaction of the latter with wider areas. In each case, placing entails human decision and action, as later with the development of bridges, embankments, tunnels and a river barrage; but first must come a grasping of the possibility of a site. Here a ‘deep history’ does come into play because this understanding in part was a borrowing of what had earlier been done by others.


There was to be a political dimension to this, but it was not present from the outset. London itself was not a centre of tribal polities and, in the Iron Age, that of the Trinovantes, with its capital at Colchester, covered much of the territory north of the Thames; although the concept of firm boundaries in this period is not a helpful one and maps that suggest them are flawed.


Yet, although London was not a centre, there were Iron Age settlements in the area, including at Crayford, Stratford and Westminster. Discoveries include rich finds of Iron Age coins and objects from the Thames foreshore at Putney and Barnes, as well as ditches at Bermondsey. At the same time, despite the suggestion that London was the site of a trading base prior to the Roman invasion of 43 CE, the balance of archaeological evidence implies otherwise. Instead, a settlement was probably established by the Romans; dendrochronology on a timber drain revealed by archaeology underneath No.1 Poultry has contributed to a date of about 47.


ROMAN LONDON



London was established by the Romans at a strategic location on the north bank of the Thames which, in the fashion of most rivers, was much wider than today, as it remained until the embankments were built from the mid-nineteenth century. Moreover, with tidal marshes accordingly, the river was tidal to where the Romans built London. The low gravel banks of the north bank provided well-drained firmness for construction and a good site for the first bridge across the Thames. This communication node therefore linked a maritime route to the rest of the Roman Empire with roads within Britain, notably Ermine Street to York and Watling Street to Chester, roads that are the basis for modern routes, respectively the A10 and A5: the first stage of the latter is the Edgware Road.




Mythological Accounts


In Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae [History of the Kings of Britain], finished in the mid-1130s, Aeneas of Troy’s alleged great-grandson, Brutus, establishes human life in both Britain and London, with Brutus calling the latter New Troy. Repeated by William fitz Stephen in about 1173 and by Matthew Paris in about 1252, this story tells us more about later claims for an English identity separate to Normandy than about the true origins of London.





After Boudicca’s revolt was crushed in 60 CE, London was speedily rebuilt and repopulated, a testimony to the dynamism of Roman Britain and to the economic possibilities of London. The city quickly attracted not only foreign settlers but also the indigenous population. New buildings in the late first century CE included public baths and a wooden amphitheatre.


Not a legionary (leading military) base – for these were in or near frontier zones – London, however, developed as the key port. This made it more suitable as a city and governmental centre than the original official Roman capital, Colchester. This situation prefigured the relationship between London and Winchester in the eleventh century.


Different to the other major centres in Britain because it was a major port, London, however, was not one of the leading provincial cities of the Empire, north of, for example, the Alps, Lyons or Trier. In part, this was because Britain’s economic and demographic weight in the Empire was less than that of France or Spain. Nevertheless, a city of considerable scale, London had large buildings, as well as a very large forum considerably more extensive than Trafalgar Square and, thanks to its commerce and role within the Empire, a highly cosmopolitan community. Roman London was the key point for the imperial colonisers, and trade and governance were organised accordingly.


Aside from the large suburb on the south bank, the standard Roman rectilinear-grid street plan in the main city, centred on forum and basilica, was an attempt to give shape to a more complex reality in which there were variations in land use by function and fashion, commerce and manufacturing. Indeed, differentiation by purpose and area has been a lasting characteristic of London, the purposes frequently dependent on external links.


One such was religion. It initially took the shape of the Olympian cults, including a temple of Jupiter, as well as that of Mithras, which left a third-century Mithraeum on the east bank of the Walbrook that was discovered in 1954. (The Mithraeum is now accessible at Bloomberg’s European headquarters.) There is also evidence of worship of Egyptian gods, especially Isis, as well as the Phrygian goddess Cybele. Such practices reflected the extent to which cosmopolitan London included many from the other end of the Mediterranean. In relative terms, it was more cosmopolitan than is the case today. Although there is scant evidence for early Christian worship in London, Christianity provided cultural and institutional links with the Continent. In particular, a bishop of London attended the Council of Arles in 314.


Meanwhile the walling of the city with stone, enclosing the landward side from the 190s–210s, reflected the significance of London to the Romans. At just over two miles long, and about five metres high, the wall may well have required considerably more than one million cubic feet of ragstone, much of it presumably moved by boat from the quarries near Maidstone. Repaired and strengthened by bastions or towers, the wall and its gates, such as Aldgate and Ludgate, were a key feature of London’s subsequent history and an enduring physical legacy from the Roman period. Furthermore, the Roman street plan, especially towards the Thames, has largely been preserved. A riverside wall which followed in the late third century provided protection against attack from the Thames, which was a reflection of the use of sea approaches by attackers.


Alongside building in stone, much was more cheaply built out of timber, which was readily available locally, and mud brick. This was a way to respond to the large number of settlers, most living in small, crowded houses, and thus in a dirty and noisy city. As with other periods of London life, there was a tension between city life and quality of life, one that was particularly acute in periods when numbers rose. Thus, the drains of Roman London could not readily cope with sanitation.


London remained important, being the capital of Roman Britain in the fourth century, and the sole mint and thus centre of liquidity; but the archaeological record from then is sketchy and coinage finds lower. At the same time, finds of coins minted in Roman London are quite common, testifying to its relatively high profile within the Empire and the extent to which its economy was integrated with the rest of the Empire. The distribution of late-Roman remains suggests that much of the western half of the walled city was more or less abandoned, with the main focus of continued settlement being to the east of the Walbrook stream. The city would have been affected by the growing crisis of an empire under pressure from ‘barbarian’ invaders, including a Saxon siege of London in 367–8, and the withdrawal of Roman troops in about 410.



AFTER THE ROMANS



The collapse of Roman patterns of government and trade, the major fragmentation of power and consumption, the recurrence of a subsistence economy and plague, all individually and even more collectively, hit hard at town life, especially after the mid-fifth century. Little, significantly, is known of London in the fifth or sixth century and the contradictions between written sources and archaeological evidence, both fragmentary, are significant. The Roman city seems to have been substantially deserted in part because, alongside its decline, the centre of remaining settlement moved west, along the banks of the Thames and also inland towards the Strand and Covent Garden.




Archaeological Evidence


Later building work, the destruction of material in centuries of cellaring, and the difficulty of excavating ephemeral timber structures before such methods were developed in the 1930s, affected the situation. In turn, the large-scale funding of rescue archaeology in London from 1973 greatly improved prospects. The excavations at No. 1 Poultry provided evidence of seventy-three Roman buildings and thousands of artefacts, including tools. In 2006, during restoration work at St Martin-in-the-Fields, archaeologists discovered a massive late-Roman sarcophagus complete with human skeleton, which appears to have been buried according to Christian practice. Excavations in Covent Garden in the 2000s produced finds from the early Saxon period of the late sixth or seventh century. It is probable that more work will produce additional valuable finds.





In turn, a revival in both Christianity and the volume of trade brought an increase in activity in the new Saxon settlement of Lundenwic to the west of the old walled city. This increase drew on the energy and wealth of the East Anglian and Kentish royal dynasties and on the developing importance of renewed links with the Continent. At the beginning of the seventh century, a church dedicated to St Paul was established in London as the seat of the bishop for the East Saxons, who dominated Essex and Middlesex. Like many other early Saxon churches elsewhere, the first St Paul’s was sited within the former Roman city, in this instance on top of Ludgate Hill, the height of which is easy to overlook today. Small and built of timber, it burned down in 675 before being rebuilt – again in timber, which was plentiful in the region.


London was not a key political centre. Anglo-Saxon England indeed developed into a number of major kingdoms, but none of them centred on the city. As a result, Canterbury, the capital of Kent, which was one of these kingdoms, became the see of the Archbishop and not London.


As the centre of a bishopric, London was one of a number of towns. Yet, it was more important thanks to its role as a port and thus remained a key focus of both land and water routes. Settlement, however, continued to centre not on the area of the old Roman city but to the west of the River Fleet, around the Strand. Near Charing Cross, there was a reinforced embankment upon which ships were beached so that they could be unloaded. In the 730s, monk and pioneering historian of England, the Venerable Bede, described the city as ‘a mart of many peoples’. Wool from the Cotswolds or woollen cloth was probably exported from London to France and the Low Countries, thus ensuring revenue. Canterbury lacked this commercial role and was affected anyway by the decline of the Kentish kingdom. Moreover, whatever the political consequences, London’s role as a frontier town on the borders of several kingdoms and sub-kingdoms provided an opportunity for inter-state trade.


MERCIA, WESSEX AND THE DANES



In the eighth century, London came under the control of King Offa of Mercia, the Midland state, access to the city providing him with power in a wealthy area with much money, which enhanced the importance of London within Mercia. The dialect of the London area, like those of Oxford and the South Midlands, derives from Mercian forms of English. In turn, in the 820s and 830s, Mercia and Wessex – the Saxon kingdom dominating southern England – competed for control. The invading Vikings then came to the fore. Mounting attacks on London in 842 and 851, they probably established a garrison from 871.


King Alfred of Wessex’s defeat of the Danes changed the situation and, in 886, he established control in London. The main settlement moved from Lundenwic, which lacked a defensive wall and had probably been devastated by the fighting. The legacy of Lundenwic included a number of churches, as well as the place name Aldwych (the ‘old wic’, or town) and a café today on the Aldwych called Lundenwic. Nevertheless, the ease with which wooden and wattle-and-daub constructions decayed helped to ensure that the site of the former Lundenwic reverted to open land. Meanwhile, the city had reverted to the old Roman site further east, while a significant suburb developed south of the Thames.


London was now part of Wessex’s sphere of control and, as Wessex became the English state, so London’s significance rose. A border city under Alfred, it benefited greatly from the rapid and complete driving back of the frontier with the Vikings. The consequent eroding of the distinction between Mercia and Wessex was very important to a changed status that saw London under Athelstan (r. 924–39) have eight moneyers, a number matched only by Canterbury and Winchester, the centres of government for church and state. In contrast, York was marginal. Of the single coin finds in England and Wales dating to 924–1135, London’s mint produced the largest, the majority lying 75–125 kilometres from London, of which 64 per cent were found in eastern Kent, Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire and along the Sussex coast. This suggests that London was a key purchaser of goods from a south-eastern hinterland, using, to this end, silver obtained by exports to the Continent.


London developed internally as well, with much of the medieval street system dating from this period and the population rising. Quays were built, including at Queenhithe and Billingsgate, while the Roman bridge was repaired. ‘Cheap’, the Anglo-Saxon word for ‘market’, left its mark at Westcheap and Eastcheap.


TENTH-CENTURY TURMOIL





Battling for London, 1014




‘London Bridge is broken down,


Gold is won, and bright renown.


Shields resounding,


War-horns sounding,


Hildur shouting in the din!


Arrows singing,


Mailcoats ringing –


Odin makes our Olaf win!’





Ottar Svarte praised Olaf of Norway who came to the assistance of Athelred the Unready of England against invading Danish forces holding London Bridge. The Norwegian fleet attached cables to the bridge’s piles and pulled it down.





Danish attacks in 994, 1009, 1013 and 1016 were beaten off, but with difficulty. Eventually victorious, king Cnut of Denmark and his sons ruled from 1016 until 1042. Cnut, who also ruled Denmark and Norway, found a governmental centre on the east coast of England to be more suitable than Winchester, the capital of Wessex. Without his predecessors’ cultural, religious and historical ties to Winchester and what it represented, Cnut and his successors made London their military and governmental centre. This was a classic instance of the importance to London of broader political developments. It benefited from the resulting commercial links but also suffered from the Danish removal of bullion from the country. Harthacnut, Cnut’s surviving son, died in 1042 at the wedding feast of a prominent Dane held in Lambeth, Tori the Proud, married to Gytha, daughter of the courtier Osgod Clapa. The dynasty of Wessex then returned in the person of Edward the Confessor. He became king by popular acclamation in London.


Meanwhile, the city benefited from the commercial growth of England and from the expansion of foreign trade, with German, French, Flemish and Scandinavian merchants all present in the early eleventh century. The wealth earned from wool exports proved the basis for an effective silver currency which, in turn, supported specialist crafts and assisted the process of government. By 1100, London had a population of between 10,000 and 20,000 people. Growth, including in Southwark, involved infilling and the development of new streets lined with timber houses. Property boundaries were fixed. Archaeological work in the 1990s at the eastern end of Cheapside has shown that the Poultry was built up with a row of buildings from the tenth century, followed by new streets. Surviving open spaces were filled in by 1200 with large stone properties in what was now a mercantile area.


Part of the growing wealth was spent on the church; on parish churches, monasteries, nunneries and hospitals. Much of the land surrounding the city was indeed granted to the church in late Saxon times. Edward the Confessor rebuilt St Peter’s monastery, or the West Minster, as a larger structure and also constructed the first royal palace on the site at what was Thorney Island, where the river Tyburn flowed into the Thames. The island is now part of the mainland, due to the embanking of the Thames. The first large Romanesque building in England, Westminster Abbey’s new church, was dedicated in 1065 and Edward was buried there in 1066. Winchester had truly been replaced.


Like other towns, London benefited from the degree to which its life was not separate to that of rural areas, but part of it, not only for economic reasons but also for the cultural ones related to religion, and for governmental and political purposes. As a result, rural landowners also acquired an urban presence and property accordingly.


NORMAN CONQUEST



Unlike York and then Hastings, London was not a key site of battle in 1066 but, even more than York, it was a centre of strategic control. The crisis of 1066 very much showed London, and not Winchester, in this role. After being victorious over King Harold at Hastings on 14 October, William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, was beaten off at London Bridge and, as a result, had to cross the Thames to the west of the city. However, the weakness of the defeated Anglo-Saxon realm led to a speedy surrender and on Christmas Day William was crowned in Westminster Abbey. He issued a charter to London, promising to maintain its laws and customs as in Edward’s reign; but what the conquering new order would bring in church and state, society and the economy, was uncertain.
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Medieval London
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BLOOD AND POWER



Drama was to the fore at Smithfield on 15 June 1381 during the crisis of the Peasants’ Revolt. Already London had been occupied, the Tower seized, prominent figures murdered and there had been a ransacking of places such as the palace at the Savoy of John of Gaunt, the king’s uncle. In turn, Richard II met the main body of the rebels under Wat Tyler at Smithfield. During the meeting, William Walworth, mayor of London, believing that Tyler was threatening Richard, lunged forward and stabbed him in the neck, whereupon one of the king’s knights despatched Tyler with a sword through the stomach. Astutely, Richard averted further violence by declaring himself the rebels’ leader but, as soon as the rebels returned home, he revoked his promises and inflicted harsh punishments.


This was not the sole use of force nor explosion of violence in London. In particular, in the civil war of 1135–53, London’s support for Stephen, nephew of Henry I, was very important to his eventual success over Matilda, Henry I’s only legitimate child. Although she defeated Stephen at Lincoln, Matilda was driven from the city in 1141 thus preventing her coronation. In 1215, London backed the barons opposed to King John and the resistance of a royal force in the Tower was eventually ended, which helped lead the king to come to terms. Magna Carta was the outcome.


In 1264, the barons’ victory under Simon de Montfort over Henry III owed much to support from London. In 1326, during the crisis that ended Edward II’s reign, order in London collapsed and the Lord Treasurer, Walter de Stapledon, Bishop of Exeter, who had been left in charge as Keeper of London when Edward fled, was killed in Cheapside, having been dragged from St Paul’s. In turn, London backed the revolt against the rule of Isabella and Mortimer in 1328–9, in large part because Mortimer was ignoring the city’s political expectations.


In 1450, Jack Cade’s rebellion in Kent saw London seized, as in 1381, unpopular officials killed, and Henry VI discrediting himself by running away. Eventually, the citizens restored order, while a royal pardon destroyed the cohesion of the rebels. In 1460, during the Wars of the Roses, a blockade forced the Lancastrian garrison in the Tower to surrender, while in 1471 a Lancastrian attack was repulsed by the citizens in hard fighting.


As it had been earlier, but even more so, London was a key site of control during these years. Battles were followed by an advance on London as with Edward IV, as the Earl of March, after the battle of Mortimer’s Cross in 1469, and then, after the battle of Barnet, as king, receiving popular acclamation in 1471. Richard III’s usurpation in 1483 focused on London. Its position as a key site of contention continued after the Wars of the Roses. In 1497, the Cornish rising focused on London, where Henry VII gathered an army and defeated the Cornishmen at nearby Blackheath.


It was not surprising that the standard image of London was of a walled city. Frequent conflicts made fortifications necessary.


GOVERNMENT



The political centrality reflected in these episodes was an expression of London’s role as the site of legitimation and, as such, London’s place reflected and encouraged a growing geographical fixity in the state. With constitutionalism and government expressed in a different fashion to today, the modern concept of a specific capital took a while to develop and the status of Winchester time to erode. As a result, there was an ad hoc character to London’s governmental and political role, one that was seen in Westminster where the king heard mass in the abbey until the palace chapel was built in the mid-twelfth century. Westminster Abbey had great significance as the site of both coronations and ritual crown-wearing. London and Westminster were different parts of the same greater urban area, and this difference continued. Aside from being two miles apart, the City of London was a commercial centre and the site of citizen power, whereas Westminster was a royal and religious centre. This contrasted with Paris where the two sites were merged and royal power sat in the midst of economic power.




London in Maps


In Matthew Paris’ Map of Great Britain of about 1255, London was acknowledged as the largest city by having the most elaborate towered and battlemented frame surrounding its name. In the larger Gough Map of about 1400, the roads from London, including to Bristol, Northampton, Norwich and Cornwall, largely followed Roman routes. Roads supplemented London’s position as the leading port. London, the image of which in the Gough Map seems to have been redrawn in about 1470, again is the grandest of the marked cities, with its name and spires in gold leaf, other features in silver leaf and St Paul’s and the Tower among the churches and fortifications shown.





With the government ceasing to be peripatetic as well as a decline in the relative importance of the crown’s French dominions, Westminster saw the fixing of governmental offices and royal residence. Moreover, as officials and records congregated in what became the centre of government, so the logic of treating it also as the centre of politics rose. Thus, while quasi-parliamentary bodies and, indeed, Parliament itself initially did not meet only in Westminster, the general settling of Parliament gathered pace from the 1470s. Earlier, the law courts became fixed in Westminster, with the Court of King’s Bench and the Court of Common Pleas normally meeting there from the thirteenth century. A turning point came in the 1190s when Hubert Walter, Archbishop of Canterbury, the effective head of the government during the long absence abroad of Richard I, the Lionheart, both developed governmental practices and institutions that had a semi-permanent headquarters in Westminster and created an archepiscopal palace in Lambeth. In turn, Henry III focused more on London than his father, John, had done.


The growth of government activity created a major market for the merchants and artisans of London, but there was much more to the economic activity that took the population to over 30,000 by 1210, and about 80,000 or even 100,000 in the early fourteenth century, figures far greater than that for any other city in the British Isles. (The suggestion of a figure of 100,000 has met the rejoinder that it relied too heavily on extrapolations from very densely populated Cheapside.) As in later ages, migration was a major factor in maintaining the population, particularly from the South-East and East Anglia, but also from abroad, including from Normandy. Long-term economic growth, notably in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, was significant as London benefited not only in population terms but also in marketing the resulting economy. Its ability to do so owed much to the enhanced communications of the period, both road and river, as well as to the network of local markets and fairs which was particularly strong in South-East England and East Anglia.


Within London, the infrastructure and sophistication of the city improved. Thus, William I (the Conqueror) built what became known as the White Tower of the Tower of London. The name was used after 1240 when Henry III had the Tower painted with whitewash. This was the key point in the defences, as it could be held against attack from within as well as without and thus served to overawe the City. There were smaller castles on the City’s western side. To the south, in 1176–1209, the wooden bridge across the Thames was replaced by an impressive stone edifice with nineteen arches, high gateways and a superstructure including shops and houses, wooden buildings that proved fatal in a fire of 1212. This bridge underlined London’s commercial significance.


Fire in 1087 led to the rebuilding from 1090 of St Paul’s, which, when finished in 1314, was the longest cathedral (644 feet) in England, and had the highest spire (520 feet). St Paul’s was as expressive of the new Norman order in religion as was the White Tower in military might. Due to delay by another fire in the 1130s, the Cathedral had Gothic as well as earlier Romanesque features.


The organisation and civic structure of the city developed and diversified. Thus, the provision of an effective water supply helped support the growth of population. Springs near Bond Street produced water that travelled via the ‘Great Conduit’ to Cheapside along a pipe installed from the 1230s. Regulations to ensure safety included the banning of thatch in the twelfth century, a step taken to prevent the risk of fire, confining dangerous crafts to single areas, building latrines, and the collection of waste. By the thirteenth century, the administration and maintenance of London Bridge had been entrusted to what became known as the Bridge House, and, by the mid-fourteenth century, it had been endowed with many rental properties to help it do so. Famines in 1257–60, 1315–17 and 1438–40 resulted in the building of the Leadenhall complex which included a public granary.


SOCIETY



As with the population of other cities, the smallest group consisted of the wealthy and prominent. The largest was the poor, many of them day-labourers, servants and paupers, who were very exposed to changes in the price of food, generally lived in inadequate housing and, as they could not afford much fuel, were often cold and wet in the winter.





Refuse



At the heart of the city, the Walbrook stream was little better than an open sewer and dumping ground, not least as a result of its use for leather tanning and butchering. As a consequence, there have been instructive archaeological finds. In 1288, the Walbrook had to be ‘made free from dung and other nuisances’ and, a century later, it was to be ‘stopped up by divers filth and dung thrown in by persons who have houses along the said [water] course’.





In between, a third group enjoyed a more settled income than the poor but, individually and collectively, shared a precarious dependence on both the economy and the mischances of life. Many were artisans, their economic interest and social cohesion frequently expressed through fraternities of workmen. The most brutal display of chance was the Black Death, an epidemic of bubonic plague that killed between a third and a half of the population. Analysis of a 1346 tax assessment listing 370 people with goods worth at least ten pounds shows eleven dying prior to the plague, 106 during it, and 137 people in subsequent records. That left 116 unaccounted for, although some of them probably died of the plague without leaving a record, not least through not having had time to draw up wills. Later plague attacks possibly took the population down to about 40,000 by the 1370s.


Plague cut migration from rural areas, although with less crowding they were not so prone to infection as London, where rental values were put under pressure. As a result of the plague, London’s bounds in 1550 were essentially still those of the 1170s. This contraction was also seen in rival English cities that did not enjoy London’s considerable advantages of commerce and government.


Women were subordinate in government and the economy, but could still play a significant role. For example, many women were involved in the production side of the crucial Mercers company.





Dick Whittington



Already established in London as a Mercer by 1379, this youngest son of a Gloucestershire landowner went on to be Mayor in 1397–8, 1406–7 and 1419–20. He made much of his money by acting as Collector of Customs in London and Calais, in turn lending money to Richard II, Henry IV and Henry V. As part of the continual process of creating a heritage for the city, his tale of early poverty and a valuable rat-catching cat – now presented in Christmas pantomimes – did not emerge until the 1600s. Cats appeared in other European tales at the time. A large part of Whittington’s earlier fame rested on his charitable benefactions. Such benefactions brought together religious duty, civic purposes and concern about social conditions.





ECONOMIC POWERHOUSE



The end of England’s rise in population in the fourteenth century caused skill shortages that pushed up the cost of labour, encouraging a shift from grain production to the keeping of sheep for wool, which required less manpower. The export of wool had been fundamental to the national economy for centuries, and London’s wool exports rose anew from the 1290s; now domestic clothiers were increasingly turning that wool into cloth for sale at home and abroad. Cloth finishing and exports brought much wealth to London, which was well placed to reach the markets in the Low Countries, notably Bruges, Ghent and Antwerp. They acted as entrepôts to the rest of Europe. By the close of the fourteenth century, more than half of the ships arriving in London were in some respect involved in trade with the Low Countries. This helped ensure exposure to their styles, notably in clothing, linens, earthenware, food and, eventually, books. Although the Hanseatic merchants from northern Germany played an important role, the cloth trade from London came to be largely dominated by the Mercers’ and Drapers’ Companies. There were commercial links with the leading Italian and German cities, notably Cologne but, alongside the important presence of foreign merchants, there was an Anglicisation in trade and thus liquidity.


Providing a powerful aid to economic growth, regional and national communication systems improved, which helped internal and foreign trade and travel. The pilgrims of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (c. 1387) have the Tabard Inn in Southwark as their meeting place for their journey to Canterbury. London-born to a family of vintners, Chaucer (c.1343–1400) was Comptroller of the Customs for London and then Clerk of the King’s Works, a royal administrative role that related to London.


London’s sway extended across the country. It both dominated the regional economy, that of the wealthiest part of England, and also increasingly created a national one, although provincial towns were relatively more important than is the case today. From the fifteenth century, even Kendal in distant Cumbria was served by regular packhorse trains moving goods as far as the capital. Every significant centre had such ties and the network of regular carriers’ routes was instrumental in creating the national transport system. The improvement in land transport, including the replacement of fords by stone bridges, reduced the cost and unpredictability of transport, benefited London and fed business to its port facilities. Throughout its history, communications and systems of marketing and exchange of goods and services have been fundamental to London’s relative position within England and Europe, key strands linking ancient Rome’s roads with the nineteenth-century impact of steam and the current development of internet and related information, communications and commercial systems.


Moreover, as the relative wealth of the South-East within England grew, London benefited directly, not least as a source of goods and services and as a significant market for the economy of most of the region. Indeed, the regional dimension is a crucial element of London’s history, one that looks to such later manifestations as large-scale commuting. Cities depend on their hinterlands, their prosperity and accessibility. The context of this dependence changed with the steam-powered transport revolution of the nineteenth century. Prior to that, the economics of the bulk supply of food and fuel were less favourable. In the Middle Ages, London drew supplies of grain, meat and wood from all over the South-East, while the city’s mercantile credit was crucial to this production system. Goods were brought down the Thames Valley from Henley and, to a degree, beyond Oxford and by boat from the hinterland of East Anglian ports and then by sea (although the Thames route was adversely affected by economic difficulties after the Black Death). London’s benefit included its development as a manufacturing hub – for example, metal working from the mid-fourteenth century – and service centre.


The growth of London’s economy attracted people from elsewhere in England, and notably so from southern England. For example, many twelfth- and thirteenth-century Mercers came from East Anglia. Alongside permanent migrants, London had shorter-term residents, again reflecting its strength and diversity not only as a labour market but also as a site for activity. Thus, lay and ecclesiastical magnates spent time in London, including Southwark, their town houses providing bases for them to pursue their concerns, notably political influence. This presence, which became habit-forming, gave London greater centrality to national activity and revenue flow, not least as a place for their consumption of goods and services.


War disrupted trade and payments and added to insecurity. Yet, it could also benefit London, not least as it was well placed to seek royal protection. There was also manufacturing for war, as with the growth in the production of longbows from the early fourteenth century. This led to the establishment of Livery Companies for bowyers (1363) and fletchers (1371). In turn, as an instance of the adaptability that was important to the London economy, firearms replaced this industry in the sixteenth century.




The Need for Wood


Providing the biggest market for wood in Britain, Londoners required it for heating and cooking, while the city’s economy also depended on it for industrial and service activities such as metal working and baking and also for construction, including the tiles and bricks increasingly used from the fourteenth century. Most fuel came from wood, but charcoal and coal were increasingly significant from the late twelfth century, although coal use was hit by shipping costs and did not rise greatly until the late sixteenth century, when greater demand matched the lack of an ability to expand wood production. Firewood prices rose considerably from the 1280s, reflecting demand/supply pressures which were not helped by wood’s bulk and therefore transport cost, which was eased by water transport. Access to this defined the supply zone. Wood traders and wharves, not only Woodwharf, reflected the supply system, with concentrated demand producing intensive production areas.





Paris was also a manufacturing, trading and service centre, but not to the same extent as London, which was on the tidal range in a way that the more inland Paris was not. This contrast was seen in the long-term character and development of the two cities, notably so in terms of economic activity and social structure.


At the same time as expansion, differentiation within London continued, not least as economic growth contributed to greater specialisation for the skilled portion of the workforce. The distribution of occupations reflected their particular needs, but also the guild system. Tax revenue per acre in 1332 was higher from wards near the river, such as Vintry, Dowgate and Bridge or in the centre, than further away. These were the wards where the wealthy lived, providing access to the shops and markets along and near Cheapside, and also to the quays and wharves along the river. The poor, in contrast, lived in the north and east.


Outside the City, but part of its economy, Southwark, a town in its own right, was affected by parallel demographic and economic trends, but its population, on average, was poorer and more transient, which posed challenges for poor relief. Southwark’s population rose from over two thousand in about 1380 to maybe eight thousand by 1550, which made it one of England’s significant towns.




Country Life


Much of the London area remained resolutely rural. Thus, Stepney, a manor of the Bishop of London, produced grain from the conventional unenclosed fields and had feudal labour services into the fourteenth century. The London market was seen in roadside market gardening and communities at Poplar and Whitechapel and the value of meadow land for grazing and hay. This market also helped bring prosperity to Romford, Hornchurch and Havering.





CITIZENSHIP



At the same time, a sense of identity was growing, notably from the twelfth century. In a society that referred to the past and was reverential of it, this process was based heavily upon precedent and the perceptions of history. Edward the Confessor had issued a writ confirming the laws and jurisdiction of the London guild of cnihtas (knights) and this was placed on the altar of the priory of Holy Trinity, Aldgate in 1125 as confirmation of the guild’s gift of land and rights. A link can be drawn thence to the 1191 commune, which advanced claims for London’s interests and, in turn, brought together Londoners of both English and Norse ancestry. A key and lasting element of the city’s identity was that it took precedence over differences in ancestry and lineage and, instead, brought otherwise distinct groups into a commonality of shared identity and interest, and successfully so: by 1191, the distinction between Anglo-Saxons and post-1066 settlers was more or less obsolete. Pride in London’s history and the conviction of its distinctive identity and importance played a role in this assertiveness and was also expressed in the laws and customs known as the ‘London Collection’, assembled during the period of opposition to King John in the early thirteenth century.


In a parallel process, various craft and mercantile guilds emerged, defined their roles, and, in multiple directions, asserted their economic and political interests, controlling local production and trade in a process involving regulation, lobbying, litigation and violence. These guilds, which were linked to the dense and varied texture of ecclesiastical foundations and activity, were to become the City Livery Companies. They were important to the creation in the Middle Ages of the distinctive features of government that were to provide the context for London’s later development. These included a depth of governance that shared, and thus grounded, authority and responsibility. Accountability was eased by the stability in population of the later Middle Ages. Moreover, this accountability related to the lack of direct rule by the monarchy. The use of writing became more common, first with civic government in the fourteenth century, and then with the increase in the use of written documents by merchants and artisans.


Citizenship became an earned right, bestowed in return for membership of a guild (itself secured by patrimony, apprenticeship or purchase) and with payment through civic taxation; this citizenship was marked by taking the civic oath. In return, economic privileges and legal rights were granted, especially those of buying and selling property, trading and enjoying the protection of the courts. From 1319, would-be citizens had to gain the approval of those already practising their trade and citizenship was dependent upon support from existing trade associations. Citizens, moreover, did not have to pay the tolls charged on goods brought into the City across London Bridge.


Those excluded were called ‘foreigners’, irrespective of their place of birth, and most were confined to practising poorly paid occupations. Furthermore, there was also a tendency to regard marginal groups as presenting a threat to public health, order and morality, notably so prostitutes, beggars and vagrants and those thus defined. The City authorities and those of the particular wards often acted in concert. The use of almshouses only for the ‘deserving poor’ was an aspect of this exclusion. The suburbs, where authority was weakest, were a particular resort of marginal groups.


The governmental system developed apace, the city being divided into twenty-four wards by 1127, each with its own alderman, the modern complement of twenty-six wards being reached in 1550 when Bridge Without ward was added south of the Thames in what is now Borough. The achievement of autonomy by the Londoners under a mayor elected from among the aldermen rested on the strength of the local government offered by the ward system. Although each ward was headed by an alderman and the council – or court – of aldermen lent coherence to the city’s government, the ward also had a wardmote or local forum. Local governmental structures and a political culture focused on cohesion helped limit social division within London; but many tensions remained, not least as a tendency towards oligarchy was unpopular among citizens.


A clear and strong government structure helped in the assertion of what could be presented as rights. In Magna Carta (1215), it was agreed that London was ‘to have all its ancient liberties and free customs’, and that the granting of aids to the Crown from the city would take place under strict conditions. The Mayor was one of twenty-five ‘barons’ sworn to see Magna Carta was maintained.


The rise of a national consciousness could lead to hostility towards those judged to be outsiders. Benefiting from royal favour, a Jewish community – possibly immigrants from Rouen, and based on Jews’ Street (Old Jewry) was in place by 1130. The role of the Jews in helping to finance the Crown and other leading figures led, however, to growing criticism. In 1189 this resulted in a violent response, including the burning down of the London Jewry and anti-Semitic harassment culminated in Edward I’s expulsion of the Jews from England in 1290. In 2001, archaeological work in Milk Street unearthed a Jewish ritual purification bath of about 1260.


There was less deadly hostility to other foreigners, notably Italians, Flemings and the French, although about forty Flemings were killed during the Peasants’ Revolt and in 1469 there was, with the encouragement of Edward IV, an attack on the Steelyard, the depot of the Hanseatic League, while, as with the Grocers’ Company, the foundation of Livery Companies owed much to the challenge from foreign merchants. The favour that the Crown showed towards alien workers and merchants, often as a result of the money and loans they provided, created resentment among their London rivals, underlining the extent to which the proximity of city and royal court could present problems as well as opportunities for Londoners. Partly as a result, the city frequently turned to those opposed to the Crown, for example to Simon de Montfort in the 1260s, the Lord Appellants in the 1380s, and Richard, Duke of York, in the 1450s. This linkage re-emerged in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries as tension arose between monopolists linked to the court and other merchants opposed to their privileges.


The consciousness of London identity was shown by writers such as Robert Bale (c. 1410–73), Robert Fabyan (1470–1513), Richard Arnold (d. c. 1521) and Edward Hall (c. 1496–c. 1547), all writers of chronicles of London or work in which London was prominent. At the same time, there was no possibility that London would become an independent city state on the German or Italian pattern. Aside from the major role there of the royal government, there was also the extent to which London’s prosperity depended on the rest of the country and to which prominent Londoners had a presence outside the capital. Thus, Richard Buckland (d. 1436) was not only a merchant stapler, fishmonger, shipowner and collector of customs in London, but also an MP and JP in Northamptonshire, while, as Victualler of Calais, he benefited from the war effort against France. His son-in-law, Robert Whittingham, was a prominent Londoner, Warden of the Drapers’ Company and an Alderman, but also came to be a country gentleman and officeholder, with again a role in Calais. Hall, a Londoner, was the Common Serjeant and later Under-Sheriff but, educated at Eton and Cambridge, also served as MP for first Much Wenlock and later Bridgnorth.


The interrelationships of London with official and rural positions were readily apparent in these and other cases. They were paralleled by the multiple nature of commercial identities and interests. The combination made for dynamism and also a porosity of influence, both by and on London. The role of trade – notably, but not only, overseas trade – meant that any tendency to a rentier passivity was challenged by the opportunities for new profit and thus an enhanced position.



RELIGION



Medieval London was part of an international church. A departure point for pilgrims, notably to Canterbury, Santiago de Compostela and Jerusalem, it also saw crusading activity, particularly for crusader funds, and was a location for international Christian bodies such as the Knights Templar.


Meanwhile, in and around London the role of religion bore a clear institutional imprint. The archbishops of Canterbury and York and the bishops, notably those of Chester, Durham, Ely and Winchester, had presences in London with town houses, while the Bishop of London was not only important in the city but also had a wider presence as Dean of the Province of Canterbury. He also controlled a diocese that included Essex, Middlesex and much of Hertfordshire. As such, bishops helped appoint clergy and oversee the affairs of parishes, not least by ensuring that patronage rights were moved from lay to ecclesiastical bodies. Thirteen conventional churches and 126 parish churches in London and its suburbs were recorded by William fitz Stephen in the 1170s. The numbers held up and were greater than the fifty separate inns and taverns that have been listed for 1423–6, although most drinking establishments were probably smaller-scale.


Clerics were presented with plentiful opportunities and were an important part of London life, although competition ensured that many faced insecurity and low incomes. A significant amount of London’s land was occupied by religious foundations, including the friaries whose houses occupied about 5 per cent, while they also owned much rental property. The Dominicans – the Black Friars – were the most significant. There was also a process of expansion in religious provision, as with the hospital of the Savoy, founded by Henry VII and finished in 1515, which included three chapels and twelve clerics. Providing accommodation for a hundred poor men, medical care and the distribution of food to the poor, the Savoy was also a place for intercession for the souls of the king and his family. The sole remains are the main chapel of the hospital which is now the Queen’s Chapel of the Savoy. The absence of significant population growth in the later medieval period made it easier to provide for the destitute.


Alongside the religious confraternities – such as that of St Antonin founded by the Guild of Pepperers in 1345 – the guilds and the units of local government, the parish churches, many founded in the eleventh century, helped ensure a detailed pattern of belonging, with the churches serving as centres of identity for particular neighbourhoods. This sense of local identity, ringing out with church bells and maintained by frequent processions, linked the generations, with parish churches the venues for baptisms, weddings and funerals, helping to provide a sense of family coherence focused upon churches, which were key points for the face-to-face relationships that were central to community ones. The ritual observance crucial to Catholic practice contributed to this stability while the importance of this role helps explain the disruption caused by the Protestant Reformation.




Cooking


There is evidence of cookshops providing hot street food from the 1170s and by the 1300s there is evidence of their specialisations. This was a call on the wood burned in London and, for 1300, there is a recent estimate that 70,000 acres were required to provide the wood required for London. Such fast food was made possible, even necessary, by the developing world of work as well as the absence of ovens in many dwellings.
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