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Foreword


London: First, Last and Always City


Iain Sinclair


Buried in every cell of our being, the folk memory of London as a unitary organism is under constant threat from history-denying improvers. And yet we cling to the notion of this special city as a field of force interrelated in all its particulars. Previous invaders, exploiting the broad river-road of the Thames, acknowledged the potency of the founding settlement as sovereign territory, the head and crown of the land. Danish and Saxon warriors and Dutch fire-fleets on the Medway seemed to anticipate the sinister flock of Second World War bombers who shadowed the snaking river to Silvertown, Millwall and Wapping. All those raiders, in their primitive savagery, were honouring the place.


With the passage of centuries, London leaked, spreading promiscuously beyond the original walled camp into a confusion of overlapping localities. The imperatives of our digital age, the bias towards information over knowledge, gossip over experience, favour the establishment of a corporate theme park in place of half-forgotten legends based on seasonal rituals and earth magic. Generic structures without adequately embedded roots are commissioned: hospitals that look like universities, that look like leisure centres. And all of them aspiring to the post-architectural paradigm of the airport. London, divided between the entitled few and the invisible host, tears down structures with complicated pedigrees in favour of non-stick storage units purchased as investment.


The point of a vanity project like the Shard is simply to be a point: a slender silhouette like the outline of Hawksmoor’s Christ Church looming over the Georgian roofs of Spitalfields. A point that is higher than any other point, with no purpose beyond the boast of dominance. The Shard is not attached to the body of a church. It is non-denominational. It promotes a form of architecture as a generator of similes. Nothing in itself, the mirrored pyramid is like a sail, like a steeple in the medieval city of churches. And that is the problem to be confronted in any serious account of London, the Mithraic nest of doubled and conflicted identities: how to understand occulted impulses in the politics of the real. And how to find an urgent poetic in a terrain dedicated to its exclusion.


The task, at this critical moment, is to turn our attention back to the founding myths of city as polis, to the sacred. The Secret Lore of London, a wide-ranging collection assembled by John Matthews and Caroline Wise, is not so much about originality of tone as origin itself. Without an adequate chart of first things, we have nothing. Our secrets are hidden in full sight. But it takes witnesses of this calibre to reveal them. We have to know that we can trust the teller as well as the tale. This book is a valuable map of monuments, hollows, burial stones; nominated sites that act like hot needles puncturing the membrane of indifference and lighting up fresh neural pathways.


I am brought back to 1974, when a copy of Elizabeth Gordon’s Prehistoric London, Its Mounds and Circles was pressed into my hands. The plan of the triangulation of sacred mounds didn’t distract from what was now visible, but it demonstrated a method for coping with it. The Secret Lore of London is an equally provocative text to carry into the multiverse of Michael Moorcock, where time eddies and flows in impossible vortices. To the city of words forged by Peter Ackroyd, Aidan Dun, China Miéville, Will Self, Nick Papadimitriou. Here is the plural river of David Jones: sign and symbol. And the eternal Golgonooza of William Blake. Contemporary scholars, geomancers, ley-line dowsers and antiquarians report on their expeditions, while rescuing texts that have vanished from view. They re-introduce us to the living substance of the temenos that grew from the sediment of the Thames: living London. We are reminded, finally, that there are no secrets, just re-discoveries. Places and patterns waiting to be admitted to the light.


 


Iain Sinclair










Introduction


John Matthews and Caroline Wise


London is an ancient city, whose foundations date back to the legendary prehistory of these islands. Not surprisingly it has accumulated a large number of stories, both historic and mythical, during this period, many of which, though faithfully recorded at the time, have lain almost forgotten in dusty libraries throughout the city. The original editors, whose own interest in legendary London sprang from personal exploration of many of the ancient sites, found that there was an increasing amount of interest in these stories and tales, and that others were researching them just as keenly. They conceived the idea of asking some of these people to get together and produce a guide to the lore and legends, which would include a discussion of their importance as part of the oral tradition of Britain, combining prehistoric, Celto-Arthurian, Roman, Saxon and Norman levels – each of which has contributed to the many-layered life of the city.


The present book is the result. The first part, The Legendary City, contains a selection of essays by experts in their fields, each of whom possesses an abiding interest in the legends of these islands, and who have written widely on associated themes.


Thus in ‘Legends of London’, Nigel Pennick investigates the basic foundations of myth and folklore which surround and interpenetrate the ancient city of London on every side; and John Matthews in ‘New Troy: London Before History’ examines the substratum of ancient legends which look to another city, ruled by giants, to which Aeneas, the Prince of Troy, found his way, and where his son Brutus ruled, sacrificing to an altar of Diana which may still lie beneath present-day St Paul’s Cathedral.


In ‘The Goddesses of London’, Caroline Wise looks back to the earliest strata of mythology connected with London and finds a multitude of sacred figures whose titles are recalled by the names of churches and streets, gardens and crossroads through the heart of the city. She urges us to return to these often-neglected sites and to reawaken their slumbering genia locii, bringing new life to the tired heart of the metropolis and perhaps inspiring ourselves in the process.


This is followed by ‘The Guardian Head’, in which Caitlín Matthews, looking at the mysterious Celtic legend describing the burial of the head of Bran beneath the White Hill – now the site of the Tower of London – finds an underlying archetype that is still active in our own time.


Nigel Pennick then offers a second contribution, on ‘Templar London’, tracing the connections between this tragically reviled group of warrior priests and the city in which they were once acknowledged great.


Carol Clancy next looks at another neglected aspect of London’s forgotten history: that of the witches who once lived within its streets and plied their trade – for a time – unmolested. A strange and fascinating catalogue of the practitioners of magic takes us back to another age – which is not so far removed from our own.


In ‘Merlin’s in London’, R.J. Stewart writes of an all-but-forgotten site known as ‘Merlin’s Cave’, where in the gracious age of Queen Caroline and the Prince Regent members of high society met to have their fortunes told by someone purporting to represent the mighty prophet and wizard himself. Beneath this lies a deeper mystery, which is explored in this fascinating chapter.


We hear much, today, about ‘urban blight’ and ‘architectural desecration’ in the city. But, as Bernard Nesfield-Cookson shows, such ideas are not new. The poet and prophet William Blake (1757–1827) understood London in terms that would be recognized by conservationists as much as those concerned with the ‘inner’ history of the city. For Blake, London was the outward representation of the dark, oppressive world humanity had constructed for itself, where love, kindness and honesty were overwhelmed by hatred, greed and analytical reasoning.


As he walked the filthy, disease-ridden streets, Blake saw only ‘marks of weakness, marks of woe’ on the faces of people he met. Another visionary poet, William Wordsworth, writing in 1802, noted:


The wealthiest man among us is the best:


No grandeur now in nature or in book


Delights us. Rapine, avarice, expense,


This is idolatry; and these we adore:


Plain living and high thinking are no more . . .


Lines written in London, September 1802


 


While again, in 1922, T.S. Eliot could still see where:


 


A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,


I had not thought death had undone so many.


The Waste Land, 1922


 


For Blake, the answer was to build the New Jerusalem ‘in England’s green and pleasant land’, to make a ‘spiritual four-fold London’ – Golgonooza, the city of Art – where the monstrous metropolis stood. Imagination, the power of artistic endeavour, would be shield and spear in this endeavour.


Just how much of Blake’s vision has been implemented we may judge for ourselves. The city within the city still remains, though few are aware of it. Those best able to see it are individuals, who see reality best from a personal perspective.


Next comes Gareth Knight’s consideration, in ‘Towers of Sound and Light’ of the esoteric significance of the many towers and spires of London’s churches and cathedrals, which still dominate the skyline despite the intrusion of modern tower blocks.


Geraldine Beskin gives a lively account of one of the oldest surviving traditions of London, the Beating of the Bounds and finally Robert Stephenson chronicles ‘A Long Tradition’ of extraordinary and sometimes bizarre folklore observances, which form an immensely important part of the living kaleidoscope of the city’s legendary life – a life which has never really ceased its endless movement and mutability.


That these ancient customs should be remembered and celebrated today is evidence of the deep-seated sense of ritual that is present in all men; particularly, it seems, in Londoners. As Robert Stephenson notes, it would be a pity if these observances were to cease. Happily, they show no sign of doing so, but are apparently as keenly celebrated now as at their original moment of inception. We may not always understand them – perhaps wisely so, since to uncover too much meaning can destroy something as tenuous as these folk-customs – but we are as willing as ever to acknowledge their power to intrigue and inspire.


The second part of the book, A Guide to the Sites, consists of a ‘gazetteer’ of the sites discussed which are still in existence, together with various other sites of associated interest. Here the reader will find brief references to many of the legends mentioned in Part I, with details of how to find the way there and how to explore them at first hand.


Finally, in Part Three, Stories from London’s Past, we have assembled a selection of excerpts from older writings about London, discovered by earlier students of the city’s mythological heritage. These complement the work of the more recent authorities in a fascinating way. Although new evidence has come forward in great quantity during the last decade alone, much of the speculative thinking of these earlier investigators remains valid, and continues to make intriguing reading. There is much cross-tracking of sources and information between both the older writers themselves and that of the recent commentators. This in itself shows the continuing vitality of the legendary background, and forms a fascinating web of mystery and insight regarding the ancient capital city.


Thus the great antiquarian William Stukeley’s extraordinary document ‘The Brill’ relates to the ancient prehistoric sites around the area of present-day St Pancras, and excerpts from the two best-known earlier works on legendary London, by Lewis Spence and Harold Bayley, deal with the subjects of Arthurian London and the figure of the Goddess Elen; while Alan Insole spins an extraordinary pattern of ideas around the figure of Britannia and St Paul’s, and Ross Nichols, the late Chief of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids, writes illuminatingly concerning the Druidic uses of Parliament Hill.


It was a revelation to us to discover that a Paleolithic axe and woolly mammoth’s remains had been found at the bottom of King’s Cross Road. Or that beneath the traffic of the City the River Fleet still ran, on whose banks healing wells once stood. The more we immersed ourselves in the hidden sacred areas, the more we felt that something of that sacredness still remained. London has suffered badly from the neglect and destruction of such sites, but if enough time is spent at those remaining, its ancient mystery can still shine through.


Though the well-known poem ‘London Bridge is Falling Down’ refers to a specific moment in history – when the bridge was destroyed by the Danes – there is something of a prophecy behind its familiar words. This version comes from an ancient collection of rhymes made by Joseph Ritson at the beginning of the nineteenth century:


 


London bridge is broken down,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


London bridge is broken down,


  With a gay lady.


 


How shall we build it up again,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


How shall we build it up again?


  With a gay lady.


 


Silver and gold will be stolen away,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Silver and gold will be stolen away,


  With a gay lady.


 


Build it up with iron and steel,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Build it up with iron and steel,


  With a gay lady.


 


Iron and steel will bend and bow,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Iron and steel will bend and bow,


  With a gay lady.


 


Build it up with wood and clay,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Build it up with wood and clay,


  With a gay lady.


Wood and clay will wash away,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Wood and clay will wash away,


  With a gay lady.


 


Build it up with maidens fair,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Build it up with maidens fair,


  With a gay lady.


 


Build it up with stone so strong,


  Dance o’er my lady Lee;


Huzza! ’twill last for ages long,


  With a gay lady.


 


Altogether it is hoped that this book will provide a companion to many fascinating and rewarding journeys, not only through the physical streets of London, but also through the deeper, inner harmonics of the city which exist just below the surface, ready to be explored at any moment.


 


John Matthews and Caroline Wise


Oxford and Lud’s Town, 2015










Goodly London


Michael Drayton (1563–1631)


This extract comes from a monumental poem by Michael Drayton, a poet and playwright contemporary to Shakespeare, who explored the mythology and legendary history of much of Britain in his monumental Poly-Olbion. A new edition of this work will be published in 2017; for now here is an extract that deals with London, conjuring up some of her great mythic themes.


 


Poly-Olbion Song XVI


Besides; my sure abode next goodly London is,


To vent my fruitfull store, that me doth never misse.


And those poore baser things, they cannot put away,


How ere I set my price, nere on my chap-men stay.


When presently the Hill, that maketh her a Vale,


With things he had in hand, did interrupt her tale,


With Hampsted being falne and Hie-gate at debate;


As one before them both, that would advance his State,


From either for his height to beare away the praise,


Besides that he alone rich Peryvale survaies.


But Hampsted pleads, himselfe in Simples to have skill,


And therefore by desert to be the noblest Hill;


As one, that on his worth, and knowledge doth rely


In learned Physicks use, and skilfull Surgerie;


And challengeth, from them, the worthiest place her owne,


Since that old Watling once, o’re him, to passe was knowne.


Then Hie-gate boasts his Way; which men do most frequent;


His long-continued fame; his hie and great descent;


Appointed for a gate of London to have been,


When first the mighty Brute, that City did begin.


And that he is the Hill, next Enfield which hath place,


A Forrest for her pride, though titled but a Chase.


Her Purlewes, and her Parks, her circuit full as large,


As some (perhaps) whose state requires a greater charge.


Whose Holts that view the East, do wistly stand to look


Upon the winding course of Lee’s delightfull Brook.


Where Mimer comming in, invites her Sister Beane,


Amongst the chalky Banks t’increase their Mistresse traine;


Whom by the dainty hand, obsequiously they lead


(By Hartford gliding on, through many a pleasant Mead.


And comming in hir course, to crosse the common Fare,


For kindnes she doth kisse that hospitable Ware.)


Yet scarsely comfort Lee (alasse!) so woe begonne,


Complaining in her course, thus to her selfe alone;


How should my beauty now give Waltham such delight,


Or I poore silly Brook take pleasure in her sight?


Antiquity (for that it stands so far from view,


And would her doating dreames should be believ’d for true)


Dare lowdly lie for Colne, that sometimes Ships did passe,


To Verlam by her Streame, when Verlam famous was;


But, by these later times, suspected but to faine,


She Planks and Anchors shews, her errour to maintaine;


Which were, indeede, of Boats, for pleasure there to rowe


Upon her (then a Lake) the Roman Pompe to showe,


When Rome, her forces here did every yeere supply,


And at old Verlam kept a warlike Colony.


But I distressed Lee, whose course doth plainely tell,


That what of Colne is said, of me none could refell,


Whom Alfred but too wise (poore River) I may say


(When he the cruell Danes, did cunningly betray,


Which Hartford then besieg’d, whose Navy there abode,


And on my spacious brest, before the Castle road)


By vantage of my soyle, he did divide my Streame;


That they might ne’re returne to Neptunes watry Realme.


And, since, distressed Lee I have been left forlorne,


A by-word to each Brook, and to the World a scorne.


When Sturt, a Nymph of hers (whose faith she oft had prov’d,


And whom, of all her traine, Lee most intirely lov’d)


Least so excessive greefe, her Mistresse might invade,


Thus (by faire gentle speech) to patience doth perswade:


Though you be not so great to others as before,


Yet not a jot for that dislike your selfe the more.


Your case is not alone, nor is (at all) so strange;


Sith every thing on earth subjects it selfe to change.


Where rivers sometime ran, is firme and certaine ground:


And where before were Hills, now standing Lakes are found.


And that which most you urge, your beauty to dispoile,


Doth recompence your Bank, with quantitie of soyle,


Beset with ranks of Swans; that, in their wonted pride,


Do prune their snowy plumes upon your pleasant side.


And Waltham wooes you still, and smiles with wonted cheere:


And Tames as at the first, so still doth hold you deer.


To much beloved Lee, this scarcely Sturt had spoke,


But goodly Londons sight their further purpose broke:


When Tames his either Banks, adorn’d with buildings faire,


The City to salute doth bid the Muse prepare.


Whose Turrets, Fanes, and Spyres, when wistly she beholds,


Her wonder at the site, thus strangely she unfolds:


At thy great Builders wit, who’s he but wonder may?


Nay: of his wisedom, thus, ensuing times shall say;


O more then mortall man, that did this Towne begin!


Whose knowledge found the plot, so fit to set it in.


What God, or heavenly power was harbourd in thy breast,


From whom with such successe thy labours should be blest?


Built on a rising Bank, within a Vale to stand,


And for thy healthfull soyle, chose gravell mixt with sand.


And where faire Tames his course into a Crescent casts


(That, forced by his Tydes, as still by her he hasts,


He might his surging waves into her bosome send)


Because too farre in length, his Towne should not extend.


And to the North and South, upon an equall reach,


Two Hils their even Banks do somewhat seeme to stretch,


Those two extreamer Winds from hurting it to let;


And only levell lies, upon the Rise and Set,


Of all this goodly Ile, where breathes most cheerfull aire


And every way there-to the wayes most smooth and faire;


As in the fittest place, by man that could be thought,


To which by Land, or Sea, provision might be brought.


And such a Road for Ships scarce all the world commands,


As is the goodly Tames, neer where Brute’s City stands.


Nor any Haven lies to which is more resort,


Commodities to bring, as also to transport:


Our Kingdome that enricht (through which we flourisht long)


E’re idle Gentry up in such aboundance sprong.


Now pestring all this Ile: whose disproportion drawes


The publique wealth so drie, and only is the cause


Our gold goes out so fast, for foolish foraine things,


Which upstart Gentry still into our Country brings;


Who their insatiate pride seek chiefly to maintaine


By that, which only serves to uses vile and vaine:


Which our plaine Fathers earst would have accounted sinne,


Before the costly Coach, and silken stock came in;


Before that Indian weed so strong was imbrac’t;


Wherin, such mighty summes we prodigally waste;


That Merchants long train’d up in Gayn’s deceitfull schoole,


And subtly having learn’d to sooth the humorous foole,


Present their painted toyes unto this frantique gull,


Disparaging our Tinne, our Leather, Corne, and Wooll;


When Forrainers, with ours them warmly cloath and feed,


Transporting trash to us, of which we nere had need.


But whilst the angry Muse, thus on the Time exclames,


Sith every thing therin consisteth in extreames;


Lest she inforc’t with wrongs her limits should transcend,


Here of this present Song she briefly makes an end.










PART I


The Legendary City










1


Legends of London


Nigel Pennick


The Greater London that exists today is a megalopolis that encompasses literally hundreds of once-separate villages and towns. Each of these centres has its own separate history, and once had its own customs and traditions. Every sacred site, extant and destroyed, possessed its associated lore and legends. To research these would take a lifetime, and to document them, a long series of volumes would be required. However, the definition of ‘London’ I use here is that of the medieval city and its immediate surroundings. Today, this area is represented by the historic City of London and the area to its west around the Strand, Westminster, Trafalgar Square and Marble Arch. Within this area, we can find important legends connected with major places and buildings. In London, there are legends of notable individuals, legends of places, legendary history, and modern, ‘urban’ legends. They are all the living media of our human experience of history and place.


Legendary History


Various London legends exist concerning the prehistoric kings of Britain, who, although recorded in medieval chronicles, are considered by the historians of today to be nothing more than fables. For example, Bladud, father of Leir, prototype of Shakespeare’s King Lear, was reputed to be the first British monarch to die in an aviation accident. According to The British History, Translated into English from the Latin of Jeffrey of Monmouth by Aaron Thompson, London, 1743, ‘This prince was a very ingenious Man, and taught Necromancy in his Kingdom, nor left off pursuing his Magical Operations, till he attempted to fly to the upper Region of the Air with Wings he had prepared, and fell down upon the Temple of Apollo in the City of Trinovantium [London], where he was dashed to pieces.’


His burial-place is not recorded, but that of King Lud is. In the nineteenth century, ‘King Lud’ was the pseudonym used by machine-breakers in their vain attempts to stem the tide of the Industrial Revolution. But, unlike an alternative name for machine-breakers, ‘Captain Swing’, this name was taken from one of the prehistoric kings of Britain, after whom London was supposed to be named. According to Geoffrey of Monmouth, ‘When Lud died, his body was buried in the above-mentioned city [London], near the gateway which in the British language is still called after him “Porthlud”, though in Saxon it bears the name Ludgate.’ Although the legend is discounted now, in 1260 the gate was repaired and statues of Lud and his two sons, Androgeus and Tenuantius, were erected there. Not far away, Billingsgate, for many centuries London’s fish market, is said to be named after King Belinus, for, when he died, his ashes were placed in a bronze (or golden) urn on top of the gate.


It is probable that the site of Lud’s burial was the sepulchre of the old kings of Britain, now occupied by the church of St Martin-within-Ludgate. This is indicated by a strange legend that tells of the body of the Welsh King, Cadwal II (Cadwallon II of Gwynedd), penultimate King of Britain, being taken there for burial after his death in battle. He fell with his Welsh warriors fighting on the side of the pagan Mercians against the Christian Northumbrians at the Battle of Hefenfelth in the year 634. At the time, London was officially pagan, having expelled Mellitus, the Archbishop, on the death of King Sebert, first Christian King of the East Saxons, when London was re-paganized. Because of this, the archbishopric of the south of England, which followed the old Roman imperial organization in having London as its centre, was set up at Canterbury, where it remains to this day.


If the Cadwal story is true, then it was the last recognition that a British king should be buried at the traditional site, despite the change in rulership of London from Britain to Saxon. An earlier royal burial, of the Icenian Queen, Boudicca, is reputed to be located under platform 10 at King’s Cross main-line station. The place where the station was built by the Great Northern Railway in 1852 was called Battle Bridge, the alleged site of her last, fatal, battle with the Roman army. Another of her reputed sepulchres, however, was a tumulus on Primrose Hill, which in 1811 was used by the Masonic architect John Nash as a survey-point for laying out Regent’s Park.


A Legendary Foundation: The London Stone


The London Stone is an enigmatic, geomantic mark-stone that stood originally on the south side of Candlewick Street (Cannon Street), one of the two main parallel streets of the old city. It is ancient, having had its present name since the twelfth century, at the latest. In his Britannia, Camden claimed that this stone was the Millarium, the central mark-point from which the Roman roads radiated from the capital, and from which distances were measured. The first Lord Mayor of London, Henry Fitz-Aylwin (1189) had the surname or epithet de Londenestane because his house stood close to the stone.


In Elizabethan times, the stone was buried deeply in the ground with only the upper portion visible. But in 1742 the worn stump, which by then had a protective stone cover over it, was removed to the north side of Cannon Street. In 1798, being still in the way of traffic, ‘a nuisance and obstruction’, it was set in a stone housing on the southern external wall of St Swithin’s Church, which had been built in 1405 by the Mayor of London, John Hinde, draper, as the ‘Church of St Swithen by London Stone’.


There it remained until the Second World War, when St Swithin’s was destroyed by bombs in the Blitz. The shell of the church was left derelict until 1961, when the wall with the stone was demolished. When examined, the stone was found to have a rounded top, with two deeply incised grooves. Its material was identified as Clipsham limestone. Redevelopment of Cannon Street saw its insertion in a new niche in the wall of the Bank of China. According to tradition, the London Stone was originally a temple altar-stone, laid by none other than Brutus the Trojan, mythical founder of Britain. Because of this, it was considered to be a sacred object, upon which oaths were sworn. The stone was also the point from which authoritative proclamations were made.


 


[image: _img1]


 


[Figure 1:  The London Stone, from Old and New London, Walter Thornbury, first published 1872–8.]


The tradition of striking one’s sword against the stone as a symbol of sovereignty was observed in 1450 by the Kentish insurgent, Jack Cade. On striking his sword on the stone, he declared himself Lord of the City. The London Stone is a typical survivor of the thousands of mark-stones that used to exist at important geomantic points in medieval cities. In mainland Europe, they are often ‘blue stones’. One exists at St Andrew’s in Scotland, upon which the Jacobite soldiers struck their swords on their way to fight at Culloden in 1746. It is said that so long as Brutus’s stone is safe, so long shall London flourish.


St Peter’s-upon-Cornhill


The medieval street plan of London was laid out according to a grid, based upon two main parallels of Cannon Street and Cheapside, a furlong apart, across which, at right angles, other straight alignments were surveyed. The two main parallels appear to be orientated with regard to the Roman basilica and forum, although on a slightly different axis. The church of St Peter’s-upon-Cornhill stands on one of these parallels. This ancient church is said to have been founded in the second century of the present era by King Lucius. In his Survey of London (1598), John Stow wrote that it was reputed to have been the chief church of Britain until the coming of St Augustine.


According to the tradition, Thean, the first Archbishop of London, built the church with the aid of Ciran, Lucius’s butler. The second Archbishop, Eluanus, built a library next to the church and converted many of the Druids, ‘learned men in the Pagan law’, to the Christian religion. The folk tradition that St Peter’s was founded during the Roman occupation has some archaeological reality, for it was built over Roman foundations. It is on the most important geomantic point in Roman London, on the basilica in the location customary for the municipal shrine. This is a typical example of the continuity of sacred sites from pagan to Christian times. Perhaps the Roman Christians’ legend has more truth in it than some have claimed.


Westminster Abbey


The original church at Westminster, later Westminster Abbey, was reputed to have been consecrated supernaturally. Its location, the Isle of Thorney, was formed by a bifurcation in the stream known as the Tyburn at its confluence with the Thames. Its name is often said to mean ‘the isle of thorns’, but it is possible that it was so-called because the Saxons recognized that it was shaped like the protective rune thorn. The island was reputed to have held a Roman temple of Apollo, demolished by an earthquake in the fifth century. This was the site of the fall of King Bladud in his ill-fated attempt to fly. Subsequently, Thorney may have been a pagan sanctuary of the Anglo-Saxon god Thunor (Thor). In the year 610, King Sebert founded a church there, which he dedicated to St Peter.


According to legend, on the night before the church was due to be consecrated, St Peter came down from heaven to do the job himself. Unfortunately, St Peter’s navigation was rather inaccurate, and, unlike his heavenly choir, which arrived at Thorney, St Peter ended up at Lambeth, on the south side of the river. Fortunately, there he met a fisherman named Edric, who agreed to ferry him across the river. Peter went to the church, and Edric witnessed the building effulgent with light and heard the sound of angelic voices singing heavenly chants. The phenomenon lasted for about half an hour, after which all was dark and silent. St Peter asked to be rowed back to Lambeth, and Edric obeyed. On the journey back, the saint asked the fisherman to go and see Mellitus, Archbishop of London, and inform him that the church was consecrated now by miraculous agency. When the ecclesiastics visited the church, they found evidence that the fisherman was telling the truth.


This legend was accepted as a true account as late as the time of King Edward III (1359), when Westminster was described as ‘the place which in ancient days received its consecration from Blessed Peter the Apostle with the ministry of angels’. At the Reformation, this story was discredited as an example of ‘popish superstition’, but more modern thought on ‘earth energies’ interprets the illuminated building in terms of ‘earth lights’. These terrestrial light phenomena have been seen in more recent times in connection with sacred buildings constructed on sites of intense geological activity. The reputed earthquake of the fifth century may indicate this. Other London earthquakes, in 1580, 1692, 1750 and 1884, have been felt at Westminster. Perhaps the Isle of Thorney was one such ‘place of power’. No investigations of this possibility have been conducted yet.
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[Figure 2:  St Peter consecrating Westminster Abbey, from a medieval manuscript.]


St Paul’s Cathedral


The metropolitan cathedral of London is St Paul’s, named after the patron saint of the city. It is the East Minster by reference to which Westminster is named. Like the latter abbey, St Paul’s is reputed to stand on the site of an earlier pagan temple, dedicated to the Goddess Diana. ‘Some have imagined a temple of Diana stood here,’ wrote Camden in the Itinerarium Curiosum, ‘and their conjectures are not unsupported. The neighbouring old buildings are called in the church records, Camera Dianae, and in the reign of Edward I were dug up in the churchyard . . . an incredible number of ox heads, which were held by the multitude with astonishment as remains of heathen sacrifices . . .’


In medieval times, there was a ceremony which appears to have been the continuation of pagan hunting rites associated with Diana, or her Northern Tradition counterpart, Frigga or Freyja. It involved a ceremony that entailed laying a slaughtered deer on the cathedral altar, and carrying the head of a buck on a spear or pole, accompanied by the blowing of hunting horns inside the church. This association is reinforced by the names of two streets close to the cathedral in medieval times: Friday Street and Distaff Lane. Friday is the sacred day of Frigga, and one of her sacred attributes is the distaff. If we accept the legend, then Westminster Abbey (Apollo) is a solar site, and St Paul’s (Diana) is a lunar one.


The Tower


In Celtic times, more than a millennium before the Tower of London was built, the site was a holy hill, Bryn Gwyn. Such white hills were formerly sacred to the Great Mother Goddess. On this hill, the great Norman main keep of the castle, the ‘White Tower’ stands. This was the place where, according to legend, the severed head of the hero-god Bran was buried along with Brutus, founder of Britain. It was believed that while Bran’s head remained buried there, Britain was inviolate from conquest. But King Arthur, scorning ‘pagan superstition’, dug up the magically protective head, and Britain fell to the Saxon conqueror. However, to this day, a number of ravens, the sacred bird of Bran, are kept at the Tower of London. Their wings are clipped and they strut about on the lawns, for so long as there are ravens there, it is said, the Tower will never fall.


Perhaps because of the Bran legend, the Tower was the place where execution by beheading took place. The name of a street close to the Tower is associated with a beheading that took place at the Tower in the early eleventh century. The future King, Canute, promised Earl Edric that he would give him the highest place in London if he would assassinate King Edmund Ironside (981–1016). After the bloody deed had been done, as a reward, Canute had Edric beheaded. His head was stuck on a spear on the Tower, the highest point in London, and his body was thrown into a nearby ditch, to be eaten by the dogs. This ditch is now replaced by the street called Houndsditch. Elsewhere in the Tower of London, ghost legends abound, as befits a place of imprisonment, torture and execution. The Traitors’ Gate, the water gate of the Tower of London, was built against the wishes of London’s people. The spirit of St Thomas à Becket took sides with the London citizens to prevent it, even causing the works to collapse several times during its construction. But, finally, even the wraith of the people’s saint could not prevail, and it was completed.


St Bartholomew’s


For seven centuries, the greatest fair in London, Bartholomew Fair, was held in Smithfield, in the precinct of the Priory of St Bartholomew, at Bartholomewtide (24th August). According to legend, the priory originated when Rahere, jester to King Henry I, became disgusted at his profession, and undertook a pilgrimage to Rome. When he arrived at Rome, he was stricken with a life-threatening illness. Believing that he was a terminal case, he made a vow to God that, if he were spared, he would found a hospital for poor men. Regaining his health, he returned to England, where he had a vision of St Bartholomew, who commanded him to found a church dedicated to him in Smithfield. Rahere went to the King, who gave permission for a church to be constructed in what was the royal market of Smithfield. The place where the church was founded was swampy ground that had been pointed out a century and a half earlier to King Edward the Confessor as a good location for a religious house. The marsh was drained, and in 1123, the Priory of St Bartholomew was founded there. Rahere became prior, and collected around him a number of religious men.


During the life of Rahere, many miracles are reputed to have occurred. The monastery gained a reputation for healing, and it is said that many lame, sick and blind people visited St Bartholomew’s, and were cured. Their thanks in kind and money soon made the monastery wealthy. At sea, the customary saint whom London-based mariners would call upon to quell storms was Bartholomew, and many gifts of silver ships were presented at Smithfield in gratitude to the saint. Perhaps remembering his jesterly origins, Rahere also instituted the famous Bartholomew Fair. This was held over a three-day period: the eve of the saint’s day, the day itself, and the day after. It soon became the major cloth-sellers’ fair in London. When the religious house was suppressed, the fair continued under the tutelage of the Mayor and Corporation.


After the Tudor period, however, its importance as a cloth fair declined, and the entertainment side, always present, became its main reason for existing. ‘Monsters, motions, drolls and rarities’ became the new attractions. Many famous plays, and even more infamous ones, were put on at ‘Bartlemy Fair’, as it was known popularly. Ben Jonson’s play Bartholomew Fair depicts the humours and abuses of the carnival. The fair was so popular that even Cromwell did not suppress it, at a period when the Puritans even made the celebration of Christmas illegal. In the late seventeenth century, the fair was extended in length to a fortnight. The fair became increasingly disorderly over the years, often beginning in a riot on the night before it was due to open. The last major riot was in 1822. In 1840 the booths were demolished by order of the City Solicitor, and finally, by the ruse of buying up the land where the fair was held, the Court of Common Council was able to suppress it. Like the sanctuary of the Temple (see Chapter 5), this is another example of popular continuity of use of a sacred site long after the original function of the place was suppressed. Bartholomew Fair was declared officially extinct in 1855.


Dick Whittington’s Stone and Cat


A London legend that has reached the status of fairytale and pantomime is that of Dick Whittington and his cat. As if to verify this legend, on top of Highgate there is a milestone topped by a bronze cat. This is the reputed site where Dick Whittington, hearing the bells of London ringing, turned again towards the city where he was to make his fortune. As explanation of the legend, it has been suggested that the ‘cat’ was actually a type of ship used in the coal trade, on which a large part of Whittington’s fortune was founded. A mummified cat, ascribed to Whittington, was formerly displayed in the church of St Michael Royal, on College Hill. Although the church was originally founded by Sir Richard Whittington, ‘four times Mayor of London Town’, it had been rebuilt in 1687–91, before being bombed in the Second World War. After the war, during repairs, the mummified cat was found in a sealed passage under the roof. Immediately it was discovered, it was declared to be none other than Dick Whittington’s famous cat. In 1949 it was placed in a glass case near the church door above a chest used for collecting money to repair the war damage. Subsequently, it was stolen, and its where­abouts are unknown now.


Legends of Execution-Places


As befitting a large city, old London had several execution-places. In the medieval period, the central site of Cornhill was an important place. Judicial killings also took place at the Elms (whose location is now unknown), Tower Hill (for traitors and nobility) and Smithfield, on the site of Bartholomew Fair, where executions took place as late as 1656. Occasionally, hangings also took place closer to the site of the crime. The aftermath of the ‘Mug House Riots’ from November 1715 to July 1716 saw the hanging of five ‘Jacks’ (Jacobites) at the end of Salisbury Court, Fleet Street for an attack on Read’s Mug House. Hogarth’s engraving of a bonfire near Temple Bar, perhaps the anti-Catholic celebrations held for many years on Queen Elizabeth I’s birthday on 17 November, has a hanging figure, perhaps just an effigy, but, in a more barbarous age, perhaps not. All of these places were deemed special in some way, being affected by the violent act and preserving there some place-memory of the event. Perhaps even today they are locations where psychical phenomena occur.


The most important place of execution in later times was at Tyburn, a place of legend and romance, especially in connection with the flamboyant highwaymen who died there by the rope. The place name comes from the stream, now a sewer, which flowed from there to Westminster, where it formed Thorney Island. Perhaps Tyburn is named after the Saxon divinity Tiw, god of justice. The gallows there was located at the intersection between the Oxford Road (now Oxford Street) and the Edgware Road. The first recorded execution at Tyburn took place in 1196, when the popular agitator, William Fitzosbert, better known as Longbeard, was killed. When he was hanged, there was a scuffle to obtain shreds of his clothing, and hair from his head. Earth at the foot of the gallows on which he was hanged was collected by women from surrounding counties, to be used magically. A hair from his beard was believed to have power against evil spirits, and a fragment of his clothing was a charm against aches and pains.


The original Tyburn scaffold was made from two poles with a crossbeam, erected when needed, the traditional form of the gallows still seen in the Tarot as Trump XIII, The Hanged Man. In 1571, the rising number of the condemned made a larger gallows necessary, and the notorious ‘triple tree’ was constructed. This triangular gallows enabled the authorities to perform mass executions, for up to twenty-four people could be hanged at once.


The site either already had a reputation as a sacred place or gained it through the presence of the scaffold. An old print exists showing Queen Henrietta Maria (wife of King Charles I) praying beneath the triple tree, and probably collecting a sample of magic soil, too. One night in 1678, the triple tree fell down. It was said to have been ‘uprooted by its ghosts’, of which doubtless there were many. The ceremonial ‘Road to Tyburn’, along which the condemned were taken to their death, began at Newgate, from whence the carts carrying them left between ten and eleven o’clock in the morning.


The procession halted outside St Sepulchre’s for the prisoners to hear the Bellman’s final proclamation. Each prisoner was given a floral wreath here. Then the procession proceeded down Snow Hill, across the Fleet River (like the Tyburn, now a sewer), and up to High Holborn, where a stop was made for the condemned to have a last drink at the George Inn. The procession then proceeded by way of the church of St Giles-in-the-Fields and along the Oxford Road to Tyburn, arriving around midday. Such ceremonial routes were a common part of medieval European geomancy, either for condemned criminals, or for taking the dead along a prescribed route – as in the Hellweg at Soest in Germany – to a sacred place of disposal.


In London, executions took place eight times a year (the old pagan eightfold division), and were accompanied by festivities known as the Tyburn Fair. People came from miles around, treating the grisly proceedings as an outing for the family, and possibly an opportunity to get a relic or two. A permanent grandstand existed at Tyburn for the accommodation of spectators. In the eighteenth century, grandstand tickets sold for two shillings and sixpence officially and a lot more from the ticket touts, who attended the Tyburn Fair as their spiritual descendants do today at Wembley and Wimbledon. The record ‘gate’ for Tyburn was double that of a modern Wembley Cup final – 200,000.


The gallows at Tyburn was demolished in 1759, and the beams were used as beer barrel supports in a nearby inn. After that, a portable gallows was brought from Newgate and assembled at Tyburn. The final execution there occurred on 7 November 1783, and after that the execution place became the Old Bailey, which became as popular an entertainment as Tyburn had been. Public executions were discontinued in London in 1868, not for humanitarian reasons, but because of the riotous nature of the assembled multitudes. Subsequently, a turnpike tollhouse was erected on the site of the triple tree. This site is marked now by a stone plaque on a traffic island near Marble Arch. It is said that Speakers’ Corner is a remnant of the right of the condemned to make a final speech to the assembled crowds at Tyburn.


Underground Legends


Since the middle of the last century London has undergone a massive expansion. As part of this expansion, new underground transport links have been dug. Sometimes these diggings have occasioned new urban legends. For example, when St Pancras station was being built in the late 1860s, an entire cemetery was burrowed through. It is said that the relatives of a Frenchman buried there demanded that his bones be returned to his native land. When the appropriate grave was dug up, the remains of several people were found. The foreman of the gang pointed out that the Frenchman’s bones, belonging to a foreigner, would be darker than English bones, so the darker bones were sent to France for re-burial. In 1900 the crypt of Nicholas Hawksmoor’s church of St Mary Woolnoth was dug out to accommodate the new Bank tube station. The skeletons and bones were all removed to consecrated ground elsewhere.


The underground railways in London have several legends. One is that a sudden, sharp curve in a line was laid out to avoid a ‘plague pit’, mass graves in which victims of the 1665 plague were buried uncere­moniously. This story is told of the curve in the Piccadilly Line west of Knightsbridge station, just before the train arrives at South Kensington. It is also said of a sharp curve in the Central Line between Bank and Liverpool Street. Another Tube legend is told of the workmen, who, when driving a tunnel, suddenly saw a ghost, and fled. The workmen in this tale are usually said to have been ‘superstitious’ Irishmen, who then refused ever again to work underground.


One place where this was said to have happened was to the south of Moorgate station, where the extension to Lothbury being dug in 1904 was summarily abandoned after, it is said, an apparition was seen in the tunnel. This is the site of the disastrous 1975 Moorgate Tube disaster, where the train’s driver, seemingly transfixed, accelerated his train into the end wall of the blank tunnel at the end of the station, killing forty-five passengers. Another site of subterranean apparition was in one of the running tunnels of the Victoria Line, south of Victoria, where a ghost was reported during construction in 1970. In 2014 the excavators of Crossrail discovered the cemetery of the Bethlehem Hospital (Bedlam) during the construction of the new station at Liverpool Street. It contained thousands of skeletons, but there have been no reports of ghostly appearances to date.


Old London Bridge


London Bridge is a legendary structure in more than one way. It is the subject of the famous rhyme ‘London Bridge is falling down’, and is said to be the reason why traffic drives on the left in Britain to this day. It is believed that the first London Bridge was built by the Romans at a place where the river could be forded at low tide. As the only reliable entrance to the city from the south, the bridge was defended by earthen banks and ditches known as ‘the South Work’, which has given its name to that part of London called Southwark. As inferred by the rhyme, the story of London Bridge is a catalogue of disasters. During the siege of London in the year 1009, the Battle of London Bridge was fought, where the Norwegians, under King Olaf, attacked the bridge, which was held by the Danes. Using the wattle-and-daub walls of houses as shields over their ships, the Norwegians were able to row up to the bridge, and to tear down its wooden piers, drowning some of its defenders and routing others. Hooks, axes and other weapons of this era, found in the Thames near London Bridge, are on display in the Museum of London.


In the year 1091, London Bridge was destroyed by a tidal surge during a storm which an old chronicle describes thus: ‘On the sixteenth of November, the feast of St Edmund the Archbishop, in the year 1091, at the hour of six, a dreadful whirlwind from the south-east, coming from Africa [the wind-direction of Eurus in the Rose of the Winds], blew upon the City, and overthrew upwards of six hundred houses, several churches, greatly damaged the Tower, and tore away the roof and part of the wall of the church of St Mary-le-Bow, in Cheapside.’


Major disasters have always occurred throughout history, as today. In the following year, 700 houses were destroyed in London by a great fire. William II attempted to raise the money for reconstruction from the Church, but the Church refused, and so the hapless citizens were taxed, and a new, stronger bridge was erected. This was burnt in 1136 and was repaired, but in 1163 this bridge was no longer safe and another replaced it. This bridge was designed by Peter of Colechurch and had stone foundations. Founded in about 1176, it was to the west of the earliest bridge. Peter of Colechurch constructed a chapel as the first building on the bridge, and was buried in it in 1205 as a sort of foundation sacrifice. It has been thought that the ‘my fair lady’ reference in the rhyme may refer to an earlier foundation sacrifice of a woman. Foundation sacrifices of animals, and even humans, were common in the medieval period, especially with regard to bridges. The mummified cats found in a number of old London buildings, including the so-called Dick Whittington’s cat, are later examples of this practice.


The bridge was completed in 1209, and another fire damaged it on 10 July 1212, when around 3,000 sightseers, who had gathered on the bridge to view a major fire raging in Southwark, were engulfed by flames or drowned in the river when they overwhelmed boats sent to rescue them. Only two years later, during a great drought, ‘men walked dryshod’ across most of the Thames at the ford close to London Bridge. The bridge next collapsed through neglect during a severe winter, probably that of 1282, when five arches were swept away by ice floes, and repairs were so shoddy that by 1289 many refused to cross the bridge, using boats instead. After some years of argument, the bridge was repaired again.


On 14 January 1437, the great stone gate at Southwark, the southern entrance to the bridge, fell into the river, tearing down two arches. In 1471, the 17,000-strong army of Thomas Nevil (Falconbridge) besieged the bridge and burnt the gate and all the houses as far as the drawbridge, thirteen in all. In 1481, one of the new houses on the bridge, called ‘Common Siege’ fell into the river, killing five. In the late medieval period, traffic on the bridge grew to such a volume that it took well over an hour to cross it. To alleviate the problem, a rule-of-the-road was instituted, where it was made compulsory for carts and coaches to pass one another on the right. This is the origin of the British ‘keep left’ rule of the roads, still in force today.


Finally, in the nineteenth century, a new bridge, designed by John Rennie, was built and the old bridge was demolished in 1831. When the new bridge was founded, on 15 June 1825, the foundation sacrifice tradition was continued, though in the modern way by substituting money for an animal or human victim. As the sacrifice for the new bridge, the City Chamberlain deposited a set of new coins of the realm inside a cut-glass bottle in a hollow under the foundation stone. This was followed by a brass depositum plate, engraved with a pompous Latin inscription composed by the Master of Oriel College, Oxford. After the usual speeches, the four-ton Aberdeen granite foundation stone was lowered and the Lord Mayor tapped it into place with a ceremonial trowel.


Owing to subsidence of the foundations, by the 1960s Rennie’s bridge was unsound and was demolished. It was taken down stone by stone, transported to the United States and re-erected at Lake Havasu City in Arizona as a tourist attraction, where it now serves to carry people to an artificial island. Modern folklore tells of how the American purchasers were mortified when they found that they had purchased not, as they thought, the Victorian iron splendour of Tower Bridge, but a relatively undistinguished stone bridge!


London Maypoles


Standing in the middle of the Strand in its own churchyard is the beautiful eighteenth-century church of St Mary le Strand. A stone cross formerly existed in the Strand, and justices itinerant sat at the stone in 1294. But the most notable geomantic structure there was the ‘Strand Maypole’. During the Commonwealth period, this maypole was demolished by order of Parliament ‘as a last remnant of vile heathenism’. But the pole had been so popular that a new one was erected in the reign of King Charles II. The new maypole was no less than 134 feet high, so bulky and heavy that twelve seamen under the command of the High Admiral, James, Duke of York (later King James II), used cables, pulleys and anchors to erect the pole. It may have been the reinstitution of a (now forgotten) tradition of maypole rearing. A carved and gilded representation of the Royal Arms surmounted the pole. Immediately to the north was the street called Maypole Alley. The maypole was a notable feature of the liberties just west of the City of London, being mentioned in Gay’s Trivia and Pope’s Dunciad. This location was the first coach-stand in London, for in 1634 Captain Bailey started a hackney-coach service at the maypole in the Strand.


The maypole erected in Charles II’s reign was decayed by 1713, when it was replaced by a new 125-feet pole, topped by two gilt balls and a weathervane. There is an artistically licentious version of the appearance of the maypole in the wall tiles of the Gents’ lavatories subterraneanly situated close to the east of St Clement Danes. Presumably the phallic imagery is unintentional!


The original church of St Mary le Strand stood to the south of the Strand. First mentioned in 1147, it was demolished in 1549 on the orders of the Protector Somerset, who commandeered the land for his palace, Somerset House, and tore down many buildings to provide building materials for it. But when new churches were begun after 1711, the site of the Strand maypole was chosen for the replacement of St Mary’s. This is, perhaps, the last example of the Christianization of a pagan site in Britain. When the church was under construction, the maypole was taken down and Sir Isaac Newton obtained it and had it transported to Wanstead Park to hold up a telescope that had been donated to the Royal Society.


Another notable London maypole was kept in the church of St Andrew Undershaft by Leadenhall Street. Each May Day it was erected with much revelry outside the south door of the church. But after a xenophobic riot by apprentices on May Day 1517 in which many lost their lives, it was hung along the wall in Shaft Alley. It remained there until 1550, when a rabble-rousing sermon preached at Paul’s Cross, against pagan practices, led the drunken mob to attack the pole, saw it into sections and burn it.
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New Troy:


London Before History


John Matthews


The Trojan Kings


Until the end of the Elizabethan era it was still a commonly held belief that Britain had been colonized by Brute or Brutus the Trojan, a grandson of the famous hero Aeneas. Even the sober, cautious John Milton, writing his History of Britain in 1670 reported that: ‘Brutus in a chosen place builds Troia Nova, changed in time to Trinovantum, now London.’1


To trace this tradition back to its beginnings we have first to turn to the medieval writer Geoffrey of Monmouth, famed for what is perhaps the earliest novelization of the Arthurian legends in his History of the Kings of Britain, which begins, not with Arthur, but with Brute. The story he tells may be summarized as follows.


Aeneas, fleeing from Troy, took ship for Italy with his son Ascanius. There he was honourably received by King Latinus, whose daughter Lavinia he shortly married. Brutus was the grandson of Ascanius who, after he slew his father Sylvius accidentally in the hunting field, was exiled to Greece where he gathered about him the remnants of the Trojans who had escaped from the doomed city and who now flocked to him when they learned he was the grandson of the great Aeneas.


With the help of the army he had thus raised, Brutus defeated the Greek forces and having taken their King prisoner, demanded the hand of his daughter Ingoge in marriage and a fleet of well-equipped ships with which to seek a new homeland. Only two days out at sea, the fleet sighted a deserted island called Leogicia, where stood a ruined city with a temple to Diana at its heart. Brutus made sacrifice there and that night dreamed of the goddess, who told him to seek a land beyond Gaul in the country of the setting sun.


Voyaging on, the fleet sailed first to Africa, then on to Mauritania, through the Pillars of Hercules and into the Tyrrhenian Sea, where they encountered a second Trojan colony ruled by Duke Corineus. Making common cause with them, the Trojans passed onward to Aquitaine and the mouth of the Loire River, where they were attacked by the Gaulish people. Several mighty battles ensued, in which the Trojans inflicted terrible losses on their enemy. But Brutus saw that he could not win in the end, and decided to follow the path of the sunset as the goddess had advised. A fair wind drove the fleet ashore at a place called Totness on an island named Albion after its gigantic ruler.


Falling in love with the rich land, Brutus and his followers established a colony there and began to build a city. They were harried by the race of giants who dwelled in the island and fought and killed several of them. Finally they captured one, whose name was Goemagot, and the Trojan Duke Corineus, who was a famous wrestler, challenged him to a bout. The giant was a mighty fighter and broke five of Corineus’s ribs before the latter heaved him off the top of the cliffs into the sea, the place being thereafter known as Lamgoemagot or ‘Goemagot’s Leap’. After this the Trojans were left in peace and founded cities across the country. Brutus himself had three sons: Locrin, Albanacht and Camber, who became the governors of Cambria (Wales), Alban (Scotland) and Llogria (England), after the death of Brutus.2


Geoffrey goes on to extend the line of ‘Trojan’ Kings into a complex dynastic chain extending to Arthur himself. The following genealogical tree, which first appeared in a more detailed form in Acton Griscom’s edition of The History of the Kings of Britain,3 gives some idea of the extent of Geoffrey’s schema – which in fact far outreaches any simple ‘invention’ such as his work, until recent times, has been consistently described. However much elaboration or decoration of his sources Geoffrey may be guilty of, he clearly had recourse to original material to produce a family of such magisterial proportions:


From this, the character known to all from Shakespeare’s play King Lear, the line extends down to Arthur, 90th in succession from Aeneas of Troy. (An idea still being expressed in such great medieval Arthurian works as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,4 the opening of which describes Arthur’s Trojan ancestors in detail.)


When Caesar arrived in Britain he found a tribe called the Trinovantes living in the south of the country – were they the descendants of Brutus and his men? Or did the whole idea of the Trojan
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[Figure 3: The lineage of London’s kings.]


colonization of the island spring from a medieval misunderstanding of the name Trinovante? It would seem, on the face of it, that we cannot know. Yet the tradition that Britain had been colonized by the Trojans is supported by a surprising detail. In Wales, as late as the eighteenth century, shepherd boys used to play a game called Caer Droea or ‘Troy Town’, which consisted of laying out a maze-like pattern on the ground and holding contests to see who could reach the city at the centre first. This is a very ancient game indeed, possibly stretching back to prehistoric times, when the maze or labyrinth was used for ritual purposes. Famous mazes in Crete and Egypt were described by classical writers, and were old even then. How there came to be such designs in Britain may be accounted for in a number of ways, including the assumption that a kind of universal religion was practised in the early world, or indeed that incoming conquerors (such as the so-called Trojans) brought the concept with them.5
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[Figure 4: Roman London, from Old and New London, Walter Thornbury, 1872–8.]


The final word on the question of a possible Trojan settlement in Britain must await further investigation. We can, however, note that the idea of tracing one’s descent to Troy was by no means unusual. The Roman poet Virgil himself did so, for his own people, in the Aeneid,6 and the classical writer Ammenius Marcianus wrote of the Gaulish belief that they were of Trojan descent; while as late as 1514 an oration over the coffin of Anne of Brittany traced her lineage back to Brutus.


Certainly archaeological evidence suggests that trade routes between the Mediterranean world and Britain were established from a significantly early date. So that there seems no difficulty in believing that a group of people escaping from the fall of Troy (wherever and whenever we take that event to have occurred) might indeed have sailed to these shores and established a colony here. Whether Brutus really extended his sway over the entire country, so that it became known as Britain after him, is less likely to be true – though even here we may still be seeing a distant memory of an event that actually occurred.


Lud’s Town


With the connection of London with Lud, Brutus’s descendant, we enter the realms of both myth and religion. Geoffrey of Monmouth describes the foundation of Trinovantum in Book I, Chapter 17. The Welsh Brut offers its own idiosyncratic version, and is worth quoting in full from Lewis Spence’s translation:
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