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INTRODUCTION







‘London is far more difficult to see properly than
any other place. London is a riddle . . .’


G. K. Chesterton, ‘An Essay on Two Cities’, 1908


It could have been so different.


As destructive as it was, the Great Fire of 1666 blessed  


London with an opportunity, a blank canvas. And in  


the months following the blaze several suggestions for  


redesigning the city were drawn up by luminaries such as  


Robert Hooke, John Evelyn and Sir Christopher Wren. All  


were based upon a sensible grid pattern.


Londoners at the time, however, were creatures of habit.  


They knew where their homes and businesses once stood  


and any radical attempt to raise a new city from the ashes  


would no doubt affect their claims. So instead, they simply  


rebuilt along the original lines – a slapdash precedent that  


has seen London mushroom in a messy, haphazard manner  


ever since.







While other major cities benefit from thoughtful  


layouts, London is defined by a bewildering jumble of  


streets that have been cobbled together over time with no  


apparent respect for logic. There’s a strange beauty to this:  


viewed from a distance, an ‘A–Z’ map of London resembles  


a Jackson Pollock.


There’s the twisting, turning roads in the historic Square  


Mile, paths so ancient they were once trod by Romans and  


Vikings. Move westward and you’re hit with ‘villages’ such as  


Mayfair and Earl’s Court where the densely packed layouts  


are so confusing it’ll make you wonder what on earth the  


planners were thinking (until you realise there weren’t any).


Trickier still are the spaghetti-like tangles of Maida Vale,  


Hampstead Garden Suburb and Wimbledon Parkside where  


the roads become so disorientating you half-expect the  


Minotaur to pop out. Further afield there are peculiarities  


such as the Haringay Ladder and the Mace Street bowtie.


This is all perplexing enough but there’s more: an array  


of infuriating one-way systems, blocked roads and signs  
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forbidding you from turning this way and that, all of which  


conspire to lock you in a fiendish game of cat-and-mouse  


with the authorities.







Despite this chaos, London’s cabbies are famous for being  


able to navigate the streets with ease. Hop into a black taxi,  


state your destination – whether it be an area, street or  


place of interest – and the driver will convey you there with  


confidence.


This skill does not come easily.


It’s acquired by undertaking a rigorous course of study  


known as ‘The Knowledge of London’, which must be passed  


in order to obtain the coveted green badge, the licence that  


allows you to ply for hire anywhere in the city.


There are numerous reasons why someone may wish  


to apply to become a London taxi driver, although the  


overriding factor for many is that it’s a self-employed role;  


you are your own boss and can determine your own work  


pattern as you wish. There is also your pride in earning  


the right to drive a black taxi, an icon that has long been  


symbolic of the capital. London cabbies regard their  


profession as a lifelong career.







Even today, though, there are many Londoners who’ve never  


heard of The Knowledge and, for those who have, few have  


a precise idea as to what it truly entails. This is by no means  


the public’s fault. Apart from the odd documentary and,  


most famously, the late Jack Rosenthal’s much-loved 1979  


TV film The Knowledge, insights into the process are rare.


Even its origins are an enigma.


The general consensus is that The Knowledge evolved  


in the wake of the Great Exhibition; the pioneering  


Victorian expo that took place between May and October  


1851. During that period, approximately six million people  


descended upon the capital to marvel at the mighty Crystal  


Palace that had been erected in Hyde Park. Such numbers  


were unprecedented and confronted London’s cabbies with  


their first real test, which they failed miserably, the volume  


of complaints suggesting the trade was nowhere near fit for  


purpose.


Gripes against cabmen were nothing new. Letters to  


the press lambasting their sluggishness, chaotic pricing  


structure and general unwholesomeness had been a  


common theme since the first horse-drawn carriages were  


licensed by Oliver Cromwell in the 1650s.


A letter to the Sunday Times, for example, dated 5 March  


1837, branded cabmen as ‘Ruffians . . . fellows unfit for  


civilised society and complete nuisances upon the world  
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at large.’ Another correspondent, writing a few years after  


the Great Exhibition, described catching a cab to a party:  


‘It was raining; the front window was broken; the bottom  


of the cab was filled with wet straw and by the time we had  


arrived at our destination my wife was wet through, and her  


dress completely destroyed.’


Realising something had to be done, the government  


gradually began to devolve increasing powers for  


regulating cabs to the Metropolitan Police, culminating  


in 1869 when the Home Secretary delegated licensing  


to the Commissioner of Police. In that same year, the  


Public Carriage Office (PCO) – a neat little brick block for  


consolidating this new responsibility – opened slap bang  


in the middle of Great Scotland Yard, visibly demonstrating  


that the Met were now in charge.


Although no official documentation relating to the  


implementation of an examination process is known to  


exist, it was shortly after the opening of the PCO’s Scotland  


Yard office that references to the impressive knowledge of  


London’s cabbies began to appear.


This extract is from February 1872:


The knowledge of a London cabman and of local
topography is really marvellous. How does he acquire
it? Does he study Stanford’s or Wyld’s maps, or







wander about the streets in his years of juvenescence
acquiring his geography? However it may be, certain it
is he knows it to perfection, much better than the most
learned of his fares.







The new regulations appeared to be working. In 1874,  


a report from The Times stated that ‘Within the last few  


years they [cabs] have decidedly improved in quality, as well  


as the general character and conduct of their drivers.’ The  


same article also mentions that each potential licensee is  


‘subjected to an examination about his knowledge of town  


localities’.


By the eve of the First World War, The Knowledge was  


beginning to resemble its modern-day counterpart and  


at least one Knowledge school – run by the British Motor  


Cab Company – was prepping candidates for the test. In  


April 1914, a report in the Manchester Guardian provided a  


comprehensive account of the process as it was then:


Every applicant for a licence to drive a hackney
carriage or taxi-cab within the area under the
jurisdiction of Scotland Yard has, after proving his
good character and passing a medical examination,
to undergo a very severe test as to his knowledge of the
streets and public buildings within that area.
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He is given a book with about twenty-five lists
of questions, similar to those that are eventually
put to the applicants. These lists consist of eighteen
point-to-point journeys, say from the Royal Exchange
to the Elephant and Castle at Newington or the
Constitutional Club to Walham Green, and the
applicant has to describe the exact route he would
follow, street by street.


Then follow questions as to the exact position of
six squares, six hospitals, six hotels, six buildings, and
six clubs. Woe betide the unfortunate driver who takes
a retired colonel to the Junior Naval and Military Club
instead of the Army and Navy Club.


Lately, too, a further examination on the
Embassies in London has been added, for it is said
that King Alfonso, who was very fond of jumping into
taxi-cabs, had found it impossible to discover a driver
who knew the Spanish Embassy.


Today’s cabbies and Knowledge students would find this  


description rather quaint.


In the ensuing decades, the process has become  


infinitely tougher. The epicentre of The Knowledge is  


Charing Cross, around which a six-mile radius must be  


studied and memorised in great detail; from Alexandra  







Palace in the north to Crystal Palace in the south, Acton in  


the west, and City Airport in the east.


All told, it’s approximately 25,000 streets. Students are  


also expected to learn the many thousands of ‘points’ on  


these roads. These are officially classified as:


All the streets; housing estates; parks and open spaces;
government offices and departments; financial and
commercial centres; diplomatic premises; town
halls; registry offices; hospitals; places of worship;
sports stadiums and leisure centres; airline offices;
stations; hotels; clubs; theatres; cinemas; museums;
art galleries; schools; colleges and universities; police
stations and headquarters buildings; civil, criminal
and coroner’s courts; prisons; and places of interests
to tourists.


In fact, anywhere a taxi passenger might ask to
be taken.


That’s from the Blue Book, a dinky A5-sized pamphlet which  


all Knowledge students receive at the beginning of their  


quest. The Blue Book contains a list of 320 routes, known as  


‘runs’. These are the framework for learning The Knowledge.  


Each run goes from one point to another; the most famous  


is the first one, Manor House station to Gibson Square.
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Students are expected to link the two points via the  


straightest route possible and commit it to memory. This  


can only be done physically; you have to get out there  


and see the roads in person, noting every road, point and  


restriction.


As well as this, an area covering a quarter-mile radius  


must be studied in depth at both the start and end point;  


again this involves clocking every point of interest, street  


name and restriction. This is known as the ‘dumbbell  


method’:







Combined with the routes, these 640 little radii merge and  


click together like a vast jigsaw, eventually covering the  


entire Knowledge area.


After completing the first eighty runs, students must  


attend a written examination involving thirty questions  


based upon five random runs. The pass mark is 60 per  


cent. After that, the remainder of the Blue Book must be  







completed before progressing to an ongoing series of oral  


exams known as ‘appearances’, split into three stages with  


candidates being seen every 56, 28 or 21 days depending on  


their ability.


It is perhaps not surprising therefore that the average  


time it takes to pass The Knowledge currently stands at four  


to five years.







My own awareness of The Knowledge stems from when I  


was a child.


We were on one of our frequent trips into central London –  


always an exciting world away from the Metroland  


suburbs where I grew up – and happened to be walking  


along Piccadilly when a black cab pulled up beside the  


kerb, its engine ticking over in the gruff, rickety way that  


older models used to do. As a suited gentleman hopped  


out and paid the cabbie through the window, my father  


informed me that ‘taxi drivers have to know everything . . .’


The comment must have stuck with me, but like many  


cabbies, I spent years in other jobs before undertaking The  


Knowledge. I had been training to be a secondary school  


teacher, but had quickly become disillusioned and after  


leaving that profession, I found myself working in the  


basement section of a department store.
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My father, who’d made the comment about taxi drivers  


having to ‘know everything’ years before, once again  


provided me with the lightbulb moment.


‘Reckon you could drive for a living?’


I said yes; I enjoy driving.


‘Then maybe you should consider becoming a London  


cabbie.’


After a spot of research, it wasn’t long before I was signed  


up for The Knowledge and found myself sitting behind a  


desk in the former Public Carriage Office on Penton Street,  


Islington, for my ‘acceptance interview’, a group talk in  


which an examiner would introduce us to the process and  


offer advice.


Many cabbies recall the Penton Street building (now  


the HQ for London’s bike hire scheme; the Knowledge office  


having moved to Southwark) with dread. Although it was  


a relatively modern 1960s block, the interior was a world  


away from the colourful optimism of that era. With its dark  


wooden doors, polished linoleum and generally oppressive  


aura, it was more akin to a boarding school. Even the air-  


freshener of choice was sickly and overpowering, which  


didn’t do strained nerves any favours.


The room in which I awaited the talk housed a miniature  


museum dedicated to the taxi trade. There were several  


glass cabinets containing mechanical taxi meters, old ‘for  







hire’ lights and, on the wall, black and white photographs  


of old-time cabmen, complete with Edwardian moustaches  


and bowler hats.


Also in the room were fifteen other newbies. All of  


us were silent, stewing in an awkward mix of fear and  


contemplation.


Although Knowledge examiners have a fearsome  


reputation, the gentleman who gave our talk was quite  


amiable. But he did make it clear that this introduction was  


informal; once past this point, things would become serious  


and regimented.


‘From now on,’ he told us, ‘every time you’re up here  


for an appearance you’ve got to look the part. We only  


accept suits. Jackets must be buttoned up. Shoes must be  


polished. Your hair must be tidy. If you’ve got a problem  


with that, you can say so now, ladies and gents, but you’ll  


have to walk afterwards.’


Nobody said a word.


Satisfied, the examiner then imparted some sobering  


advice.


‘Most of you won’t pass,’ he warned. ‘The drop-out rate is  


around 70 per cent. That’s the way it is, folks. Some decide  


it’s not for them; a lot of people can’t handle the amounts of  


information they have to deal with for this. Once you begin  


The Knowledge, your life is taken over.’
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Following this ominous declaration, we were issued  


with the Blue Book. It was exciting; to me it felt like I was in  


on a little secret, the key to mastering London.


Most students opt to study The Knowledge on a moped;  


they are easily recognisable due to the map-board clipped  


to their handlebars. I, however, decided to use a little car,  


a second-hand Peugeot 106 in which I would trawl around  


London late at night and into the early hours when the  


sodium-lit streets were relatively empty.


This could be a little unsettling at times. On numerous  


occasions I had drunks attempt to enter the car, I had  


projectiles thrown at me and, on one particular evening in  


Hammersmith, I was chased by a gang of boozed-up thugs.  


All very character-building . . .







After slogging through the 320 runs it was time to begin my  


‘appearances’.


An examiner can ask you anything on an appearance.  


After completing the Blue Book, a student is expected to  


have a good working knowledge of the city and the ability  


to mentally calculate the straightest distance between any  


two points. Appearances are effectively an emulation of the  


job itself.


They are also terrifying; I found that the butterflies began  







fluttering in my guts the night before. When an appearance  


goes well though, it can be a source of great elation.


Most of my appearances took place at Penton Street.  


This involved climbing a staircase to the dentist-like waiting  


room. Here the mental torture began, for on the wall there  


was a huge map of London, artfully placed as a reminder of  


how much you still needed to learn.


The other candidates, all smartly suited, would sit in  


silence, knees jangling nervously, chins cupped, mouths  


anxiously stroked. You could feel the tension. If it became  


unbearable, the toilets were conveniently located opposite –  


but if you happened to be caught short when your name was  


called, you were liable to be refused your appearance that day.


When the time came, your allotted examiner would  


appear at the door and call you by your surname. Then you  


would follow them to their office along what we students  


called the ‘Corridor of Fear’.


The examiners – all of whom have themselves undergone  


The Knowledge – are a varied bunch. Some are delightful,  


others are downright terrifying. But what you do come to  


realise is that they are testing your temperament, for it’s  


important to maintain your cool if you wish to convey  


random strangers through the streets of London.


On several occasions this test of character began in the  


Corridor of Fear itself.
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All students are issued a score card which must be  


presented at each appearance. Naturally I wanted to keep  


this safe and so fashioned a plastic protective wallet for it.  


One day after being called, the examiner asked for my card  


and, noticing the cover, slid it off. As we walked along the  


corridor, he proceeded to scrape the unguarded, precious  


document all the way along the wall. What could I say?


The corridor also had several fire doors along it and as  


I was led to another appearance, the examiner made sure  


that each set unceremoniously swung back in my face.


On yet another occasion, the examiner walked painfully  


slowly – so slowly that I ended up treading on his ankles.  


Needless to say I was mortified.


Once in the office, a student must sit in a chair – which  


is not to be moved under any circumstance. I remember  


one instance when my examiner for that day had placed my  


perch right at the other end of the room and as he asked me  


runs from a distance, I could barely hear him. In hindsight,  


however, this was an excellent training tool – for there are  


plenty of occasions when you meet a passenger whose voice  


is so soft you do indeed struggle to understand their requests.  







In all I had to sit twenty-seven appearances. Thankfully my  


very first was with one of the kinder examiners, although  







she did make it clear that ‘Today we’ll go easy on you . . .  


be warned, it will become tougher.’ And my, was she right.


On an appearance, the examiner asks several runs of  


their own choosing. First comes a point and you must name  


the road it’s on.


‘We’ll start at Grafton Square.’


I froze and my spirits sunk. For the life of me I couldn’t  


see it (and have kicked myself ever since; it’s just north of  


Clapham Common).


‘No . . . sorry, ma’am.’


‘Okay. How about Maritime House?’


Suddenly it clicked.


‘Maritime House is on Old Town, Clapham, ma’am.’


‘Yes. And from there, we’ll run it to the Caesar Hotel.’


‘The Caesar Hotel is on Queens Gardens, ma’am.’


‘Off you go.’


The idea now is to describe the most direct route  


between those two points, naming every turn and street  


name and describing the links between them in The  


Knowledge’s own special verbal shorthand (see the Glossary  


at the back of this book for how to interpret this). So my  


answer in this case, as the examiner peered over her glasses  


at a map mounted on a wooden board in front of her, was  


as follows:









[image: image]



14 n INTRODUCTION




Leave Maritime House on right, comply roundabout,
leave by North Street, forward Silverthorne Road, left
Broughton Street, right Queenstown Road, comply
Queen’s Circus, leave by Queenstown Road continued,
forward Chelsea Bridge, forward Chelsea Bridge
Road, left Royal Hospital Road, right Franklin’s Row,
left St Leonard’s Terrace, right Walpole Street, cross
King’s Road, forward Anderson Street, forward Sloane
Avenue, forward Pelham Street, right Thurloe Square,
left Thurloe Place, right Exhibition Road, forward
Alexandra Gate, forward Serpentine Road, forward
Serpentine Bridge, forward The Ring, forward Victoria
Gate, left Bayswater Road, right and left Lancaster
Gate, right Leinster Terrace, forward Leinster
Gardens, right Queen’s Gardens . . . set down Caesar
Hotel on left.


The rest of that very first appearance is something of a blur  


but fortunately I was awarded a ‘C’. This means I scored  


3 points. The other marks available are: A (6 points), B (4  


points) and D (no points).


To get their ‘drop’ and progress to the next stage, a  


student must acquire 12 points within seven attempts –  


failure to do so results in the dreaded ‘red line’; any points  


acquired are wiped out and it’s back to the beginning of the  







stage (or the stage before that if you have the misfortune to  


acquire two red lines). In my first appearance I was fortunate  


that the examiner was encouraging and accommodating.  


Not all exams were so pleasant, however; in fact some were  


downright intimidating.







Feeling relatively confident, I attended my second  


appearance 56 days later.


I was called, followed the examiner to his office and  


was invited to sit down. And then I waited . . . and waited  


and waited while he drummed his fingers and stared at his  


computer, clicking his mouse idly as if he were shopping  


online and I was invisible. Finally the first question came.


‘What’s my name?’


It took a moment for me to register. Having never met this  


gentleman, I had no idea whatsoever what his name was.


‘I’m sorry, sir . . . I don’t know,’ I mumbled.


‘Okay,’ my tormentor smiled. ‘Rule number one on The  


Knowledge: I’ll never ask you anything you don’t know.’


I nodded eagerly.


‘So,’ he continued. ‘What’s my name?’


By now my mind was fogging and I uttered a further  


apology. But it didn’t matter, the examiner had already  


moved on.
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‘Highgate Private Hospital?’


I rejoiced. A nice, straightforward point.


‘View Road, sir.’


There was no reply. The examiner simply stared at me,  


wobbling a pen between his thumb and forefinger. I took  


his lengthy silence as an indication that I’d given the wrong  


answer.


‘No . . . not View Road,’ I muttered. ‘Erm . . . Denewood  


Road? No . . . North Hill.’ My brain scrambled, I began to  


name numerous roads around Highgate.


Still silence.


‘Sorry, sir. I don’t know.’


‘You said it,’ he finally chuckled. ‘View Road.’


‘Oh . . .’


At the time this exchange baffled me. But, just like my  


experiences in the Corridor of Fear, it was in fact excellent  


training – for it taught me to trust my instinct. There  


have been a number of instances in which a passenger is  


convinced their destination is at a completely different  


location but, using tact, I’ve been able to get them to the  


correct place.


While this appearance was benignly perplexing, there  


were others when the examiner was just plain hostile.  


On one particularly ghastly appearance, the examiner  


ignored me while I recited my given runs, flicking through  







a newspaper before leaning back in his chair with a pained  


look.


Finally, pinching the bridge of his nose, he looked at me  


and, with great weariness, said: ‘You’re not very good, are  


you, Mr Lordan?’


‘No, sir . . . sorry, I’m having a bad day.’


‘If I were a passenger in your cab I’d be pretty dizzy by  


now, wouldn’t I?’ he sighed. ‘You’re going around in circles.’


On another appearance the same examiner pretended  


to fall asleep. On another he decided to hurl a book across  


the room. But, again, it was effective training, because a tiny  


percentage of cab passengers do indeed treat you like dirt.







Once the Blue Book has been completed and a student has  


proceeded to appearances, their exploration of London  


should intensify. It’s now up to the apprentice cabbie  


to concentrate on any places they may have missed,  


sharpening their mental map, keeping as up-to-date as  


possible with any new or changing points and chanting  


the 320 runs every day like a child learning their times  


tables.


Revision is key. Most students, usually through one of  


London’s numerous Knowledge schools, find a ‘callover  


partner’, a fellow sufferer with whom they can practise  
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random routes, penning them onto a large laminated map  


and then poring over what went wrong and what would  


work better.


It was during this period that I participated in a study  


led by Professor Eleanor Maguire at University College  


London’s Institute of Neurology who was attempting to  


discover whether the oft-stated claim that London cabbies'  


brains are larger than average was true. As part of a wider  


study, it was hoped that the findings could help those  


suffering from Alzheimer’s.


For this I was asked to carry out a number of spatial  


awareness tasks before undergoing a brain scan. I received  


copies of the images which showed the interior of my head  


from several angles – quite an uncanny experience. I was  


then asked to return shortly before passing The Knowledge  


for a second scan.


It turned out that my brain had indeed experienced  


some cell growth (albeit microscopic!). The part of the  


brain in question was the hippocampus, a curled section of  


grey matter which resembles a sea horse (hence the name,  


which is Greek for ‘sea monster’). The hippocampus deals  


with memory and navigation. Qualified cabbies who’d been  


driving a taxi for a number of years also took part in the  


study and they too had considerably greater density of cells  


in their hippocampus.
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			Herne Hill Station SE24 → Waterloo Station SE1



			Fulham High Street SW6 → Powis Square W11



			Penton Place SE17 → Narrow Street E14



			Manor Fields SW15 → Bedford Hill SW12







			Runs Using History



			Thornhill Square N1 → Queen Square WC1



			Parliament Street SW1 → Golden Lane EC1



			Timber Pond Road SE16 → Grocers’ Hall Court EC2



			Arbour Square E1 → Sadler’s Wells Theatre EC2



			Leicester Square WC2 → The Guildhall EC2



			Kensal Road W10 → Kings Cross Station N1



			Parnell Road E4 → North Greenwich Station SE10



			Holloway Prison N7 → Golders Green Station NW11



			Breakspears Road SE4 → Limeharbour E14



			Cabot Square E14 → Vallance Road E1







			Runs Using Memory Champion Techniques



			Fitzjohn’s Avenue NW3 → Fitzhardinge Street W1



			Belgrave Square SW1 → Bouverie Street EC4



			Parson’s Green Station SW6 →South Lambeth Road SW8



			Ravenscourt Park W6 → Gwendolyn Avenue SW15



			The Ritz W1 → Battersea Park Station SW8



			Sawley Road W12 → Warrington Crescent W9



			New Cross Gate Station SE14 → Clapham CommonWest Side SW4



			Myddleton Square EC1 → Golden Square W1



			Finsbury Circus EC2 → Wick Road E9



			Palladium Theatre W1 → Devonshire Square EC2







			Runs with a Personal Connection



			Manor House Station N4 → Gibson Square N1



			Savile Row W1 → Spa Road SE1



			Crown Dale SE19 → Crofton Park Station SE4



			Caledonian Road Station N7 → Alexandra Place N22



			Golborne Road W10 → Pennine Drive NW2



			Blackfriars Station EC4 → Bryanston Street W1



			Ormonde Gate SW3 → Leman Street E1



			Copenhagen Street N1 → Charing Cross WC2



			Marshalsea Road SE1 → Tollington Road N7



			Kentish Town Station NW5 → West Smithfield EC1







			Glossary of Knowledge Terms and Cabbie Slang
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