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INTRODUCTION

‘No, Sir, when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life;
for there is in London all that life can afford.’

Samuel Johnson

For many of us, London is sometimes an overwhelming city, with so much to see and do, and so many stories to tell, that you do not know where to start. This book will give you all of the necessary information you need about one of the most vibrant and interesting cities in the world. It is a city full of history, architecture, shopping, restaurants, museums, culture and ceremonies. And if that is not enough, there is the darker side of London – with executions, gangsters, murder and tales of ghosts. This city has nearly 2,000 years of history with a wealth of stories just waiting to be told.

If you are a resident of the city, this book will give insight into places that you may have just walked past without even knowing they were there. It will whet your appetite to start discovering a city that you thought you knew.

If you are planning a visit to London, this book will highlight the best places to explore and provide some background to the culture, fashion and the icons that make up this great city. It will help you feel like you really know the city before you start to explore it.

So, whether you are visiting for the first time or looking to find out more about the city you love, this book will provide all of the essential information you need to get to grips with the capital city and all of the fascinating facets which go into making it such an incredible place.
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LONDON HISTORY

For nearly 2,000 years London has been the power house of Britain. Like a phoenix from the ashes it has risen again and again following invasions, plague, fires and bombings. The history is fascinating and turbulent, and it has made it the city we see today with medieval churches, warren-like streets and magnificent modern architecture. Here are some of the major events which have shaped the city and its people.

ROMAN LONDON

In 55 BC Julius Caesar invaded England, but it wasn’t until AD 43 that the Romans truly settled in London. They founded Londonium on the north side of the river, as this area had good anchorage and easy access to their trade routes. It was also sufficiently narrow to build a bridge to the south side. In AD 60 London was burned to the ground by the local tribe and their warrior queen, Boudicca, but the Romans defeated her and rebuilt a magnificent stone city consisting of a forum (marketplace), basilica (government buildings), bathhouses, shops, warehouses, temples and amphitheatre.


Roman ruins you can see in London today

• Amphitheatre: Guildhall Art Gallery.

• Temple of Mithras: Walbrook.

• Roman Wall: outside Tower Hill tube, Coopers Row and London Wall.

• Roman fort, built in AD 110: Noble Street.

• Roman pavement: St Bride’s church, Fleet Street.

• Museum of London: Ceramics, coins, glass, wood, marble and leatherwork, mosaic floor and western gate of the Roman Wall.



By AD 200 the city was enclosed by a defensive wall, with six city gates, creating a walled area of around a square mile. Today this square mile is the City’s financial district and is still referred to as the ‘Square Mile’. Its boundary is guarded by the emblem of the City of London, two silver dragons holding a shield decorated with the Cross of St George (see here for more on this).


City gates

The old Roman gates no longer exist but the following locations still bear their medieval names:

• Aldgate

• Newgate

• Ludgate

• Cripplegate

• Aldersgate

• Bishopsgate



By AD 410 the Roman empire was beginning to crumble and Rome itself was being threatened by the Germanic tribes. It became necessary to withdraw the legions from England, and London had to try to defend itself from foreign invaders after 350 years of Roman rule.


Pocket Fact

Today the City of London is about 20ft above the old Roman City, so developers sometimes have to allow archaeologists full access to the site when digging foundations for new buildings.



ANGLO-SAXON LONDON

Without the protection of Rome, London was just an invasion waiting to happen. The Anglo-Saxons who invaded and settled after the Romans were a mixture of tribes; the Angles were southern Danish, the Saxons, Franks and Frisians were German-Dutch and the Jutes were northern Danish. It is from the Angles that we get the name England.

The Anglo-Saxons established a settlement called Lundenwic around a mile from the Roman city and from the 9th century started to occupy the abandoned city of London. For the next 600 years a mixture of Danes, Vikings and Saxons ruled London.

ANGLO-SAXON LONDON TIMELINE

• AD 410: Anglo-Saxons establish Lundenwic.

• AD 842: Vikings attack and occupy London. At the time it was described as the ‘Great Slaughter’ as they killed many of the inhabitants.

• AD 886: London recaptured by Anglo-Saxon Alfred of Wessex, later to be King Alfred.

• 1013: King Ethelred, descendant of Alfred, flees the Danish King Sweyn but returns after Sweyn dies.

• 1016: King Edmund, son of Ethelred, cedes London to Danish King Cnut.

• 1042: King Cnut dies and the throne reverts to Edward, the surviving son of Ethelred.

• 1065: Edward the Confessor builds the Abbey of St Peter and a palace at Westminster but is too weak to attend the consecration. He dies 10 days later and is buried in the Abbey.


Myths & Legends

In 1163 Edward the Confessor was created a saint and it is said that his body is perfectly preserved in Westminster Abbey.



NORMAN LONDON

The next event to have a significant impact on the shape of London was in 1066, at the battle of Hastings, when William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, defeated King Harold, who had succeeded Edward the Confessor. William knew he had to conquer London so he laid waste to the surrounding countryside. The city’s leading men were concerned that William would destroy London, so they surrendered to him and invited him to be King. William was crowned at Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day in 1066.


Pocket Fact

Every coronation since William the Conqueror in 1066 (apart from Edward V and Edward VIII) has taken place at Westminster Abbey; a total of 38 coronations.



BUILDING THE TOWER OF LONDON

William the Conqueror wanted to demonstrate his power and prestige to the London population and so he built the Tower of London. What better way to demonstrate his new power than to construct a building the size of which the city had never seen before. With its walls 118ft high and 13ft thick, the tower dominated the London skyline and also the hearts and minds of the subjugated London population (see here for more on the Tower).


Even then the English did not learn French!

Under William the Conqueror the ruling Norman classes spoke French while the Saxon population still spoke English. This created differences in the English language that still exist today. The Saxons tended the livestock and the Normans ate the meat, and that is why we have:






	On the table

	In the field




	Beef/Boeuf
	
	Cow




	Pork/Porc
	
	Pig




	Mutton/Mouton

	Sheep








DEVELOPMENT OF THE CITY OF WESTMINSTER

Westminster continued to be developed as the area of government under the Normans, when William Rufus, the son of William the Conqueror, built Westminster Hall as part of the royal palace of Westminster. It was the largest hall in Europe, 239ft long and 67ft wide, and as such represented his power. It was used for ceremonial banquets and feasting and it was here that the King’s principal throne stood.

12TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1135: King Stephen: a fire destroys a large part of London in 1135 and the partially built St Paul’s Cathedral.

• 1176: Henry II: building of the first stone London Bridge begins.

• 1189: Richard I (The Lion-Heart): after spending most of his time fighting the Crusades in the Holy Land and desperate for money to continue fighting, Richard is known to have said ‘I would sell London if I could find a buyer’.

13TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1215: John: the Barons rebel and gain control of the Tower of London forcing John to sign the Magna Carta, establishing the fundamental rights of the people in Britain.

Several clauses of the Magna Carta are still used today including:

• The guarantee of the freedom of the English Church.

• The confirmation and guarantee of the rights and privileges of the city of London.

• That no free man shall be imprisoned, dispossessed, outlawed or exiled without the lawful judgment of his equals or by the law of the land known as habeas corpus.

ENLARGING THE TOWER OF LONDON AND BUILDING WESTMINSTER ABBEY

Given the problems his father had with the barons, Henry III decided to enlarge and reinforce the Tower of London in 1220. He also built beautifully decorated lodgings for himself and his queen, Eleanor of Provence, within the tower. He painted the tower white, giving it the name the White Tower.


Pocket Fact

The Tower zoo started with a diplomatic gift of three leopards to Henry III. Subsequent gifts included a polar bear that caught fish in the Thames while chained to the bank, an elephant, the first to be seen in Britain, and an ostrich which died from being fed nails in the mistaken belief that it could digest iron.



At the same time, Henry, who was known as the ‘Builder King’, laid the foundation stone to build a new magnificent Westminster Abbey dedicated to Edward the Confessor. It would be built in the new Gothic style and replace the old abbey built by Edward. Henry built a magnificent new shrine for St Edward and when he died, he was buried in the abbey that he built.


The 17 monarchs buried in Westminster Abbey

Edward the Confessor

Henry III

Edward I

Edward III

Mary Tudor

Elizabeth I

James I

Mary, Queen of Scots

Charles II

Richard II

Henry V

Henry VII

Edward VI

William III

Mary II

Anne

George II



14TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1348: Edward III: the plague or ‘Black Death’ reaches London, killing over 17,000 people. Record-keeping was very poor at the time and modern historians think the death toll could actually have been up to 500,000.

• 1377: Richard II: Westminster Hall is repaired by Richard. The walls are made higher and new roof constructed and the Guildhall, the home of the City of London’s government is built.

• 1381: Richard II: Peasants from Kent and Essex march on London to revolt over the unfair tax system. The leaders are eventually captured and executed on Tower Hill.

• 1399: Henry IV: Henry becomes king when his cousin Richard II is captured, imprisoned in the Tower of London and forced to renounce his throne.

THE CITY LIVERY COMPANIES AND DICK WHITTINGTON

During this period the City livery companies, which governed and represented trade, had confirmed their status by building magnificent halls and holding wonderful processions through the city. It was from the livery company of Mercers, dealers in valuable cloth, that Richard II imposed Richard Whittington as Lord Mayor in 1397. Richard Whittington negotiated a return of the city’s liberties, one of which was that the city could choose its own mayor. He was then successfully elected as mayor four months later. He was Lord Mayor of London four times and became extremely wealthy, although he donated much of his wealth to good causes and the rebuilding of the Guildhall.


Myths & Legends

The famous pantomime character Dick Whittington is based on Richard Whittington, but he was not a poor orphan boy as seen in the pantomime. In fact, he came from a well-off Gloucestershire family. It is not known if he had a cat (although it was common to own one at the time because of the rat population) but he was married to Alice Fitzwarren. He is buried in St Michael Paternoster Royal and is commemorated by a window with a picture of a cat.



15TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1413: Henry V: a huge banquet and procession take place in London when Henry returns in triumph from his great victory over the French at the battle of Agincourt in 1415.

• 1422–1461: Henry VI: the city supports Edward IV in the Wars of the Roses and escapes any upheaval.

• 1471: Henry VI dies in the Tower of London during the Wars of the Roses, leaving Edward free to rule. It is said that Henry died of ‘pure displeasure and melancholy’, but in reality he was stabbed to death and the culprit was never found.

• 1486: Henry VII marries Elizabeth of York in Westminster Abbey uniting the warring Lancaster and York families and beginning a new royal dynasty, the Tudors.

16TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1503–1509: Henry VII: Henry completes Westminster Abbey by building the Lady Chapel at the east end of the abbey, where he is buried with his wife, Elizabeth of York.

• 1509: Henry VIII: royal dockyards are built at Woolwich and Deptford.

• 1534: Henry VIII: Parliament passes the Act of Supremacy that creates Henry VIII as the Supreme Head of the new Church of England, allowing him to divorce his first wife Catherine of Aragon and marry Anne Boleyn, in the hope that she would give him a son and heir. The marriage doesn’t last, as only three years later Henry orders Anne’s execution.


Pocket Fact

The armour in the Tower of London shows how Henry VIII’s figure changed over the years from a virile, athletic man with a 42-inch chest and 35-inch waist to a very large 57-inch chest and a 54-inch waist.



• 1547: Edward VI: Christ’s Hospital school is founded at Newgate to replace the monastic school for the poor destroyed by Edward’s father.

• 1554: Mary I: Thomas Wyatt marches on London with 4,000 men. The rebellion ends at Ludgate Hill and Wyatt is imprisoned in the Tower of London and hanged, drawn and quartered on Tower Hill.

• 1558: Elizabeth I: Shakespeare comes to London and the Queen approves the building of theatres on the south bank of the Thames.

17TH-CENTURY LONDON

THE GUNPOWDER PLOT

after Elizabeth I died childless and James VI of Scotland took the throne to become James I of England, the Catholics hoped that James would restore the Catholic Church in England, but this was not to be. Several plots were hatched to remove the King but none came as close as the Gunpowder Plot on 5 November 1605.

There were five main plotters including Guy Fawkes, who planned to blow up James I in the Houses of Parliament in protest at the expulsion of the Jesuits and Catholic priests. The plotters rented a house nearby and smuggled 36 barrels of gunpowder into the cellars of the Houses of Parliament through a tunnel. Luckily, the plot was discovered as the cellars were searched on 4 November. They found Guy Fawkes ready to light the fuse the next day when the King and Parliament were seated. A day of celebration and thanksgiving was ordered by the King, to be marked by bonfires, while Guy Fawkes and his fellow plotters were executed.


Pocket Fact

The cellars are still ceremonially searched each year before the annual opening of Parliament.



• 1608: James I: the first recorded Frost Fair takes place on the frozen River Thames including football matches, ice bowling, food stalls and taverns.

• 1625: Charles I: Covent Garden is developed by the Earl of Bedford and is the first example of London town planning and the first public square in the country.

• 1642: Charles I: Charles attempts to arrest Pym, the leader of the Long Parliament, marking the beginning of the English Civil War.

• 1647: Charles I: Charles hands himself over to the Scottish Presbyterians, who surrender him to Parliament. He is tried for treason at Westminster Hall for waging war on his own people, for being a tyrant and a traitor, and is found guilty.

• 1648: Oliver Cromwell becomes Lord Protector. Under Cromwell, London is forced to follow strict Puritan beliefs which means many activities, such as the theatre, Christmas celebrations, make-up and colourful dresses are banned. Cromwell also orders all theatres and playhouses to be pulled down, including the Globe theatre.

• 1649: Charles I is executed. It is bitterly cold and Charles wears two heavy shirts so that he will not shiver and let the crowd think he was afraid. One of the last things he sees as he leaves Whitehall is the ceiling he had commissioned celebrating the monarchy and Stuart dynasty.

• 1660: Restoration of the monarchy: King Charles II returns as the monarch, and a new set of coronation regalia, including a new crown, is made for his coronation as Cromwell had melted down or sold the crown jewels. The only item to survive is the 12th-century anointing spoon, which is used to anoint the monarch with holy oil.


Pocket Fact

The Crown Jewels at the Tower of London contain some of the most spectacular diamonds and precious stones. The most famous diamond is the Cullinan I which was found in the Cullinan mine in South Africa. It sits in the Royal Sceptre, is 536 carats (about the size of a fist) and was cut from the largest stone ever found (3,106 carats).



• 1665: Charles II: in April 1665, following a mild winter that fails to control the rat population responsible for spreading the plague, an epidemic breaks out exceeding all previous ones. In July 17,000 die, and in August 31,000 die. By the time the outbreak is over in 1666 around 100,000 people are dead.

1666 FIRE OF LONDON

On 2 September 1666 London was to suffer yet another major disaster. In the early hours of the morning, the embers of a fire in a bake house in Pudding Lane provided a spark that was to devastate the old medieval city.

It had been a hot, dry summer and the dry timber houses were just waiting to be consumed by the fire. Warehouses were full of fuel for the coming winter including tobacco, sugar and gunpowder. A strong wind fanned the flames as the fire leapt from house to house in the narrow streets. The King, Charles II, ordered houses to be pulled down to create a fire break to stop the fire spreading.

The fire raged for four days and while it has always been said that the death toll was very low, estimated at just nine people, the heat of the fire would have incinerated bodies and so the current thinking is that the number could be in the hundreds or even thousands. Nearly four-fifths of the City was destroyed by the fire, including 87 churches together with St Paul’s, 44 halls of the livery companies and 13,000 houses, which left 100,000 people homeless. During the fire:

• Pigeons fell from the sky on fire as there was nowhere to land.

• The lead from St Paul’s Cathedral melted and ran in rivers down the street.

• The metal bars of Newgate prison melted.

• The Tower of London was saved by blowing up the surrounding houses.

• There was no night as the fire lit up the sky as if it was daytime.


Myths & Legends

The fire was considered to be a punishment for the gluttony of Londoners because it started in Pudding Lane and finished at Pye Corner.



After the fire, Charles II called for plans to replace the old city with a new one with wide boulevards and grand vistas. Some streets were widened and the first pavements were built. But Charles’s great scheme never happened as Londoners rushed back to reclaim their plots of land and rebuild the city on the same medieval footprint.

• 1694: the Bank of England is founded.

18TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1700s: London’s population explodes from 200,000 in 1600 to 600,000 by 1707 (the next largest city is Edinburgh with 35,000). As the centre of everything fashionable, rich people begin to come to London for ‘the season’ (Easter to August) looking for entertainment and to spend money on the latest clothes, books and the theatre. As Westminster and the surrounding areas grow, the City becomes less residential and more business orientated, emerging as the financial and credit capital.


Tale of two cities

London is divided into two cities, the City of London and the City of Westminster. The City of London is nearly 2,000 years old and was founded by the Romans, while the City of Westminster was developed in the 11th century and became the centre of royal power and the government. The best way to remember the difference between the two is that the City makes the money as the financial district and Westminster spends it as the political and entertainment district.



• 1714: George I: gin drinking, known as ‘Mother’s Ruin’, becomes extremely popular among London’s poor. It is seen as the cause of debauchery and immoral behaviour.

• 1739: George II: Captain Coram establishes the Foundling hospital as a place for destitute mothers to leave their babies.

• 1780: George III: Lord Gordon leads a crowd of 50,000 to Westminster to protest against the 1778 Roman Catholic Relief Act allowing Catholics greater freedoms. The rioters destroy Catholic churches, Newgate Prison and damage several buildings including the Bank of England. The army is called in and 285 rioters are killed and 200 wounded.

19TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1820: George IV: the first horse-drawn London omnibus begins service provided by Mr George Shillibeer, and carries up to 22 passengers between Paddington and Bank.

• 1830: George IV: London, the capital of ‘the empire where the sun never set’, is transformed and its industrial might is reflected in the introduction of the first railway, the first underground railway from Paddington to Euston and King’s Cross and the new dock area built in East London.


Pocket Fact

Victorian stations still in use today:






	Cannon Street
	
	Blackfriars
	
	London Bridge




	Euston
	
	Victoria
	
	Fenchurch Street




	King’s Cross
	
	St Pancras
	
	Charing Cross




	Paddington
	
	Liverpool Street
	
	Marylebone


















20TH-CENTURY LONDON

• 1901: Edward VII: the first London Olympic Games are held at White City in 1908.

• 1915: George V: the first German air raids take place in London during the First World War.

• 1948: George VI: the second London Olympic Games are held at Wembley stadium.

THE BLITZ

The London Blitz during the Second World War lasted for 76 nights, from September 1940 to May 1941. The Germans thought that they could bomb London into submission. On the first night, over 300 bombers dropped high explosives and incendiary devices onto the city. They focused particularly on the Port of London and East London where ships came into the dock areas to deliver supplies and where the warehouses stored goods and food. The Germans hoped that without these vital supplies Londoners would just give up or starve.


Pocket Fact

The Firefighters Memorial, commemorating the effort of the fire service during the Blitz, is located at City Walkway.



Westminster was also bombed, but not with the same intensity as many of its buildings were meant for commercial and entertainment use. However, Soho, Millbank and Pimlico were residential areas and bombs dropped there wiped out whole families. The total number of civilian deaths in London was 30,000, but 1.4 million people were made homeless and the City of London was never to be a residential area again. Today only around 8,000 people live there.


Some facts about the Blitz

• The blackout meant there were no street lights, houses had blackout curtains to prevent any light showing, there were no lights in Piccadilly Circus and car lights were reduced to slits.

• The worst raid was on 29 December 1940, starting 1,400 fires.

• Incendiary bombs caused the most damage. They were dropped in clusters and filled with a highly inflammable liquid which ignited on impact.

• Warehouses full of rum, sugar, paint and spirits were bombed, creating a river of burning molten liquid.

• The ash from the fires was so bad that the firemen said it looked like a snow storm.

• People got used to the raids and went to the theatre and cinema despite the bombs falling.



When the Blitz came to an end in 1941, the area between St Mary le Bow and St Paul’s Cathedral had been reduced to ruins. By some miracle St Paul’s Cathedral, a building which came to represent the strength of Londoners, survived. After one particularly bad night of bombing, when it looked as if fire might consume the building, Churchill redirected the fire services to St Paul’s and said that it was to ‘be saved at all costs’.


Pocket Fact

Each night during the blitz 40 people from the St Paul’s Watch protected the great cathedral. Climbing in the roof at night they either put the incendiary bombs in a bucket of sand to prevent them from igniting or doused the fire before it took hold.
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