




[image: ]










[image: ]









[image: Saint Paul’s Cathedral is across the River Thames. Boats sail in the river.]


St Paul’s Cathedral, C.1890,
George Seymour











London, four times larger than Paris; London, where an eighth of England’s population is found, two million souls, whereas Paris represents only one thirty-second of France; London, whose extravagant immensity a pedestrian could not encompass in a day’s time; London, dismaying and magnificent accumulation of power . . .


AUGUSTE LUCHET (1806–72), FRÉRE ET SOEUR
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. . . it is a great crowd without disorder, agitation without noise, enormity without grandeur!


BARON D’HAUSSEZ (1778–1854), LA GRANDE-BRETAGNE EN 1833
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London is strangely elusive to the tourist. Indeed, I know of no place save Paris which eludes those who come to see her so effectively as London.


HOLBROOK JACKSON (1874–1948), SOUTHWARD HO! AND OTHER ESSAYS
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London is a riddle. Paris is an explanation.


G. K. CHESTERTON (1874–1936)
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Paris is a woman but London is a man puffing his pipe in a pub.


JACK KEROUAC (1922–69), LONESOME TRAVELER












London Beautiful


London, I heard one say, no more is fair,


London whose loveliness is everywhere,


London so beautiful at morning light


One half forgets how fair she is at night,


London as beautiful at set of sun


As though her beauty had but just begun;


London, that mighty sob, that splendid tear,


That jewel hanging in the great world’s ear.


Strange queen of all this grim romantic stone,


Paris, say some, shall push you from your throne,


And all the tumbled beauty of your dreams


Submit to map and measure, straight cold schemes


Which for the loveliness that comes by chance


Shall substitute the conscious streets of France,


A beauty made for beauty that has grown!


An alien beauty, London, for your own.


O wistful eyes, so full of mist and tears,


Long be it ere your haunted vision clears,


Long ere the blood of your great heart shall flow


Through inexpressive avenue and row;


Straight-stepping, prim, the once adventurous stream,


Its spirit gone, it loiters not to dream,


All straight and pretty, trees on either side,


For London’s beauty London beautified.


Ah! of your beauty change no single grace,


My London with your sad mysterious face.


RICHARD LE GALLIENNE
(1866–1947)


London is the Place


‘London is nothing to some people,’ said Dr Johnson, ‘but to a man whose pleasure is intellectual, London is the place. In no place can economy be so well practised as in London: more can be had here for the money, even by ladies, than anywhere else. You cannot play tricks with your fortune in a small place, you must make a uniform appearance. Here a lady may have well-furnished apartments, and elegant dress, without any meat in her kitchen.’ I was amused by considering with how much ease and coolness he could write or talk to a friend, exhorting him not to suppose that happiness was not to be found in other places as in London, when he himself was at all times sensible of its being, comparatively speaking, a heaven upon earth. The truth is that by those who from sagacity, attention and experience have learnt the full advantage of London, its pre-eminence over every other place, not only for variety of enjoyment, but for comfort, will be felt with a philosophical exultation. The freedom from remark and petty censure with which life may be passed there is a circumstance which a man who knows the teasing restraint of a narrow circle must value highly.


Mr Burke, whose orderly and amiable domestic habits might make the eye of observation less irksome to him than to most men, said once very pleasantly in my hearing, ‘Though I have the honour to represent Bristol, I should not like to live there; I should be obliged to be so much upon my good behaviour.’ In London, a man may live in splendid society at one time, and in frugal retirement at another, without animadversion. There, and there alone, a man’s own house is truly his castle, in which he can be in perfect safety from intrusion whenever he pleases.


JAMES BOSWELL (1866–1947) FROM HIS LIFE OF JOHNSON


[image: The steps leading to Doctor Johnson’s House in Gough Square. The house has multiple floors.]


Dr Johnson’s house in Gough Square in 2014


So Desperate a Journey


I ought before this to have replied to your very kind invitation into Cumberland. With you and your sister I could gang everywhere; but I am afraid whether I shall ever be able to afford so desperate a journey. Separate from the pleasure of your company, I don’t much care if I never see a mountain in my life. I have passed all my days in London, until I have formed as many and intense local attachments as any of you mountaineers can have done with dead Nature.


The lighted shops of the Strand and Fleet Street; the innumerable trades, tradesmen and customers, coaches, waggons, playhouses; all the bustle and wickedness round about Covent Garden; the very women of the town; the watchmen, drunken scenes, rattles; life awake, if you awake, at all hours of the night; the impossibility of being dull in Fleet Street; the crowds, the very dirt and mud, the sun shining upon houses and pavements, the print shops, the old bookstalls, parsons cheapening books, coffeehouses, steam of soups from kitchens, the pantomimes – London itself a pantomime and a masquerade – all these things work themselves into my mind, and feed me, without a power of satiating me. The wonder of these sights impels me into night-walks about her crowded streets, and I often shed tears in the motley Strand from fullness of joy at so much life. All these emotions must be strange to you; so are your rural emotions to me. But consider, what must I have been doing all my life, not to have lent great portions of my heart with usury to such scenes?


My attachments are all local, purely local. I have no passion (or have had none since I was in love, and then it was the spurious engendering of poetry and books) for groves and valleys. The rooms where I was born, the furniture which has been before my eyes all my life, a bookcase which has followed me about like a faithful dog (only exceeding him in knowledge) wherever I have moved, old chairs, old tables, streets, squares where I have sunned myself, my old school – these are my mistresses. Have I not enough, without your mountains?


CHARLES LAMB (1775–1834), FROM A LETTER TO WORDSWORTH IN 1801
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London seems to me like some hoary massive underworld, a hoary ponderous inferno. The traffic flows through the rigid grey streets like the rivers of hell through their banks of dry, rocky ash.


D. H. LAWRENCE (1885–1930)
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If you wish to have a just notion of the magnitude of this city, you must not be satisfied with seeing its great streets and squares but must survey the innumerable little lanes and courts. It is not in the showy evolutions of buildings but in the multiplicity of human habitations which are crowded together that the wonderful immensity of London consists.


DR SAMUEL JOHNSON (1709–84)


Domestic Bliss in Holloway


My dear wife Carrie and I have just been a week in our new house, ‘The Laurels’, Brickfield Terrace, Holloway – a nice six-roomed residence, not counting basement, with a front breakfast-parlour. We have a little front garden; and there is a flight of ten steps up to the front door, which, by the by, we keep locked with the chain up. Cummings, Gowing and our other intimate friends always come to the little side entrance, which saves the servant the trouble of going up to the front door, thereby taking her from her work. We have a nice little back garden which runs down to the railway. We were rather afraid of the noise of the trains at first, but the landlord said we should not notice them after a bit, and took £2 off the rent. He was certainly right; and beyond the cracking of the garden wall at the bottom, we have suffered no inconvenience.


After my work in the City, I like to be at home. What’s the good of a home, if you are never in it? ‘Home, Sweet Home’, that’s my motto. I am always in of an evening. Our old friend Gowing may drop in without ceremony; so may Cummings, who lives opposite. My dear wife Caroline and I are pleased to see them if they like to drop in on us. But Carrie and I can manage to pass our evenings together without friends. There is always something to be done: a tin-tack here, a Venetian blind to put straight, a fan to nail up or part of a carpet to nail down – all of which I can do with my pipe in my mouth; while Carrie is not above putting a button on a shirt, mending a pillowcase, or practising the ‘Sylvia Gavotte’ on our new cottage piano (on the three years’ system), manufactured by W. Bilkson (in small letters), from Collard and Collard (in very large letters). It is also a great comfort to us to know that our boy Willie is getting on so well in the bank at Oldham. We should like to see more of him. Now for my diary:


[image: The Brickfield Terrace has two floors and a small gate opening to the stairs that lead to the front door.]


‘The Laurels’, Brickfield Terrace, Holloway


APRIL 3


Tradesmen called for custom, and I promised Farmerson, the ironmonger, to give him a turn if I wanted any nails or tools. By the by, that reminds me there is no key to our bedroom door, and the bells must be seen to. The parlour bell is broken, and the front door rings up in the servant’s bedroom, which is ridiculous. Dear friend Gowing dropped in, but wouldn’t stay, saying there was an infernal smell of paint.


APRIL 4


Tradesmen still calling: Carrie being out, I arranged to deal with Horwin, who seemed a civil butcher with a nice clean shop. Ordered a shoulder of mutton for tomorrow, to give him a trial. Carrie arranged with Borset, the butterman, and ordered a pound of fresh butter, and a pound and a half of salt ditto for kitchen, and a shilling’s worth of eggs. In the evening, Cummings unexpectedly dropped in to show me a meerschaum pipe he had won in a raffle in the City, and told me to handle it carefully as it would spoil the colouring if the hand was moist. He said he wouldn’t stay, as he didn’t care much for the smell of the paint, and fell over the scraper as he went out. Must get the scraper removed, or else I shall get into a scrape. I don’t often make jokes.


APRIL 5


Two shoulders of mutton arrived, Carrie having arranged with another butcher without consulting me. Gowing called, and fell over scraper coming in. Must get that scraper removed.


APRIL 6


Eggs for breakfast simply shocking; sent them back to Borset with my compliments, and he needn’t call any more for orders. Couldn’t find umbrella, and though it was pouring with rain, had to go without it. Sarah said Mr Gowing must have took it by mistake last night, as there was a stick in the ‘all that didn’t belong to nobody. In the evening, hearing someone talking in a loud voice to the servant in the downstairs hall, I went out to see who it was, and was surprised to find it was Borset, the butterman, who was both drunk and offensive. Borset, on seeing me, said he would be hanged if he would ever serve City clerks any more – the game wasn’t worth the candle. I restrained my feelings, and quietly remarked that I thought it was possible for a City clerk to be a gentleman. He replied he was very glad to hear it, and wanted to know whether I had ever come across one, for he hadn’t. He left the house, slamming the door after him, which nearly broke the fanlight; and I heard him fall over the scraper, which made me feel glad I hadn’t removed it. When he had gone, I thought of a splendid answer I ought to have given him. However, I will keep it for another occasion.


GEORGE (1847–1912) AND


WEEDON (1853–1919) GROSSMITH, THE DIARY OF A NOBODY


[image: A grocer’s boy stands with a basket outside a door and picks off the paint on the door.]


gThe grocer’s boy was actually picking off the paint on the side door, which had formed into blisters.
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The air seems dead in this quiet country, we’re out of the stream. I must rush up to London to breathe.


GEORGE MEREDITH (1828–1909)
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Then in town let me live, and in town let me die For I own I can’t relish the country, not I. If I must have a villa in summer to dwell, Oh, give me the sweet shady side of Pall Mall!


CAPTAIN C. MORRIS


I should like to have a good spin [on his bicycle] down Regent Street.


LAST WORDS OF ROBERT BUCHANAN (1841–1901)
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I don’t know what London’s coming to – the higher the buildings the lower the morals.


NOËL COWARD (1899–1973)


Magwitch Returns


It was wretched weather; stormy and wet, stormy and wet; and mud, mud, mud, deep in all the streets. Day after day, a vast heavy veil had been driving over London from the East, and it drove still, as if in the East there were an Eternity of cloud and wind. So furious had been the gusts, that high buildings in town had had the lead stripped off their roofs; and in the country, trees had been torn up, and sails of windmills carried away; and gloomy accounts had come in from the coast of shipwreck and death. Violent blasts of rain had accompanied these rages of wind, and the day just closed as I sat down to read had been the worst of all.


Alterations have been made in that part of the Temple since that time, and it has not now so lonely a character as it had then, nor is it so exposed to the river. We lived at the top of the last house, and the wind rushing up the river shook the house that night, like discharges of cannon, or breakings of a sea. When the rain came with it and dashed against the windows, I thought, raising my eyes to them as they rocked, that I might have fancied myself in a storm-beaten lighthouse. Occasionally, the smoke came rolling down the chimney as though it could not bear to go out into such a night; and when I set the doors open and looked down the staircase, the staircase lamps were blown out; and when I shaded my face with my hands and looked through the black windows (opening them ever so little was out of the question in the teeth of such wind and rain), I saw that the lamps in the court were blown out, and that the lamps on the bridges and the shore were shuddering, and that the coal fires in barges on the river were being carried away before the wind like red-hot splashes in the rain.


I read with my watch upon the table, purposing to close my book at eleven o’clock. As I shut it, St Paul’s, and all the many church clocks in the City – some leading, some accompanying, some following – struck that hour. The sound was curiously flawed by the wind; and I was listening, and thinking how the wind assailed and tore it, when I heard a footstep on the stair.


What nervous folly made me start and awfully connect it with the footstep of my dead sister matters not. It was past in a moment, and I listened again, and heard the footstep stumble in coming on. Remembering then that the staircase lights were blown out, I took up my reading-lamp and went out to the stair-head. Whoever was below had stopped on seeing my lamp, for all was quiet.


‘There is someone down there, is there not?’ I called out, looking down.


‘Yes,’ said a voice from the darkness beneath.


‘What floor do you want?’


‘The top. Mr Pip.’


‘That is my name – There is nothing the matter?’


‘Nothing the matter,’ returned the voice. And the man came on.


I stood with my lamp held out over the stair-rail, and he came slowly within its light. It was a shaded lamp, to shine upon a book, and its circle of light was very contracted; so that he was in it for a mere instant, and then out of it. In the instant, I had seen a face that was strange to me, looking up with an incomprehensible air of being touched and pleased by the sight of me.


[image: Mister Pip stands on top of the stairs and holds a lamp. The lamp illuminates an older, muscular man standing at the bottom of the stairs.]


Illustration BY F. W. Pailthorpe


Moving the lamp as the man moved, I made out that he was substantially dressed, but roughly; like a voyager by sea. That he had long iron-grey hair. That his age was about sixty. That he was a muscular man, strong in his legs, and that he was browned and hardened by exposure to weather. As he ascended the last stair or two, and the light of my lamp included us both, I saw, with a stupid kind of amazement, that he was holding out both his hands to me.


CHARLES DICKENS (1812–70),
GREAT EXPECTATIONS, 1860–1


London Snow


When men were all asleep the snow came flying,


In large white flakes falling on the city brown,


Stealthily and perpetually settling and loosely lying,


Hushing the latest traffic of the drowsy town;


Deadening, muffling, stifling, its murmurs failing;


Lazily and incessantly floating down and down:


Silently sifting and veiling road, roof and railing;


Hiding difference, making unevenness even,


Into angles and crevices softly drifting and sailing.


All night it fell, and when full inches seven


It lay in the depth of its uncompacted lightness,


The clouds blew off from a high and frosty heaven;


And all woke earlier for the unaccustomed brightness


Of the winter dawning, the strange unheavenly glare:


The eye marvelled – marvelled at the dazzling whiteness;


The ear hearkened to the stillness of the solemn air;


No sound of wheel rumbling nor of foot falling,


And the busy morning cries came thin and spare.


Then boys I heard, as they went to school, calling;


They gathered up the crystal manna to freeze


Their tongues with tasting, their hands with snowballing;


Or rioted in a drift, plunging up to the knees;


Or peering up from under the white-mossed wonder,


‘Oh look at the trees!’ they cried. ‘Oh look at the trees!’


With lessened load a few carts creak and blunder,


Following along the white deserted way


A country company long dispersed asunder.


When now already the sun, in pale display


Standing by Paul’s high dome, spreads forth below


His sparkling beams, and wakes the stir of the day.


For now doors open, and war is waged with the snow;


And trains of sombre men, past tale of number,


Tread long brown paths, as toward their toil they go:


But even for them awhile no cares encumber


Their minds diverted; the daily word is unspoken,


The daily thoughts of labour and sorrow slumber


At the sight of the beauty that greets them, for the charm they have broken.


ROBERT BRIDGES (1844–1930)


A Pulse That Quickens


I have no respect for the Englishman who re-enters London after long residence abroad without a pulse that beats quick and a breast that heaves high. The public buildings are few, and for the most part mean: the monuments of antiquity not comparable to those which the pettiest town in Italy can boast of: the palaces are sad rubbish: the houses of our peers and princes are shabby and shapeless heaps of brick. But what of all this? The spirit of London is in her thoroughfares – her population! What wealth! What cleanliness! What animation! How majestic yet how vivid is the life that runs through her myriad veins! How, as the lamps blaze upon you at night and street after street glides by your wheels, each so regular in its symmetry, so equal in its civilisation – how all speak of the City of Freemen!


EDWARD BULWER-LYTTON (1803–73),
ERNEST MALTRAVERS, 1837


Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee


On a lovely June morning, in the year 1897, a wondrous pageant moved through the enchanted streets of London. Squadron by squadron, and battery by battery, a superb cavalry and artillery went by – the symbol of the fighting strength of the United Kingdom. There went by also troops of mounted men, more carelessly riding and more lightly equipped – those who came from Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa to give a deeper meaning to the royal triumph; and black-skinned soldiers and yellow, and the fine representatives of the Indian warrior races. Generals and statesmen went by, and a glittering cavalcade of English and Continental princes, and the whole procession was a preparation – for what? A carriage at last, containing a quiet-looking old lady, in dark and simple attire; and at every point where this carriage passed through seven miles of London streets, in rich quarters and poor, a shock of strong emotion shot through the spectators, on pavement and on balcony, at windows and on housetops. They had seen the person in whom not only were vested the ancient kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland, but who was also at once the symbol and the actual bond of union of the greatest and most diversified of secular empires.


BERNARD HOLLAND (1856–1926),
IMPERIUM ET LIBERTAS, 1901


[image: Benjamin Disraeli holds a crown labelled India in front of Queen Victoria, who looks away and holds another crown.]


Benjamin Disraeli was instrumental in making Queen Victoria Empress of India in 1876.
Cartoon by Sir John Tenniel (1820–1914)


Upon Westminster Bridge


Earth has not anything to show more fair:


Dull would he be of soul who could pass by


A sight so touching in its majesty:


This city now doth like a garment wear


The beauty of the morning; silent, bare,


Ships, towers, domes, theatres and temples lie


Open unto the fields, and to the sky;


All bright and glittering in the smokeless air.


Never did sun more beautifully steep


In his first splendour valley, rock or hill;


Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!


The river glideth at his own sweet will:


Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;


And all that mighty heart is lying still!


WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770–1850)


London: that great sea whose ebb and flow


At once is deaf and loud, and on the shore


Vomits its wrecks, and still howls on for more.


Yet in its depths what treasures!


PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY (1792–1822)


Of all London he liked Fleet Street most. ‘This is the place where I should like to live,’ he used to say.


HALLAM, LORD TENNYSON (1852–1928), ON HIS FATHER THE POET


[image: People hold umbrellas and walk across the square in front of Westminster Abbey.]


Westminster Abbey


When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life; for there is in London all that life can afford.


DR JOHNSON


On the Tombs in Westminster Abbey


Mortality, behold and fear


What a change of flesh is here!


Think how many royal bones


Sleep within these heaps of stones;


Here they lie, had realms and lands,


Who now want strength to stir their hands.


Here, from their pulpits seal’d with dust


They preach, ‘In greatness is no trust.’


Here’s an acre sown indeed


With the richest royalest seed


That the earth did e’er suck in


Since the first man died for sin.


Here the bones of birth have cried,


‘Though gods they were, as men they died!’


Here are sands, ignoble things,


Dropt from the ruin’d sides of kings.


Here’s a world of pomp and state


Buried in dust, once dead by fate.


FRANCIS BEAUMONT (1584–1616)
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‘I pray you, let us satisfy our eyes


With the memorials and the things of fame


That do renown this city.’


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564–1616),
TWELFTH NIGHT ACT , ACT 3, SCENE 3


[image: Text on top of Stanford’s Two-Shilling Tourists’ Guides reads, Round about London: Historical, archaeological, architectural and picturesque notes, suitable for the tourist, within a circle of twelve miles.]


from Stanford’s Tourist Guide: Round About London, 1880


The Vanity of Grieving


For my own part, though I am always serious, I do not know what it is to be melancholy; and can therefore take a view of Nature in her deep and solemn scenes with the same pleasure as in her most gay and delightful ones. By this means I can improve myself with those subjects which others consider with terror. When I look upon the tombs of the great, every emotion of envy dies in me; when I read the epitaphs of the beautiful, every inordinate desire goes out; when I meet with the grief of parents upon a tombstone, my heart melts with compassion; when I see the tomb of the parents themselves, I consider the vanity of grieving for those whom we must quickly follow. When I see kings lying by those who deposed them, when I consider rival wits placed side by side, or the holy men that divided the world with their contests and disputes, I reflect with sorrow and astonishment on the little competitions, factions and debates of mankind. When I read the several dates of the tombs of some that died yesterday and some six hundred years ago, I consider that great day when we shall all of us be contemporaries and make our appearance together.


JOSEPH ADDISON (1672–1719), THE SPECTATOR
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London is the only place in which the child grows up completely into the man.


WILLIAM HAZLITT (1778–1830)


‘That Fellow Spencer’


Burial in Westminster Abbey lies theoretically within the discretion of the Dean. But that discretion is not absolute. It was Archbishop Davidson’s opinion that the Dean should always accept a formal request from the Government of the day, thus leaving responsibility with them, it being understood, of course, that the Government would first consult the Dean. On one occasion at least the House of Commons expressly opposed the desire of Queen Victoria and Dean Stanley that a statue should be erected to the Prince Imperial who had lost his life while with the British forces in Zululand. They held that it would be inconsistent with the national character of the Abbey.


Sometimes a Dean has withstood strong expressions of public opinion. Dean Robinson, for example, declined to offer a grave in the Abbey to George Meredith on the ground that he was not in the highest rank as a man of letters and in a few years’ time would cease to be ‘a conspicuous literary figure’. It also fell to him to deal with the question whether Herbert Spencer should be commemorated in the Abbey:




A group of admirers asked the Dean to allow a bust of Herbert Spencer to be erected in the Abbey. Dean Robinson took counsel: but of those whom he consulted, the philosophers said that Spencer was no philosopher, though he might be a scientist, while the scientists said that he was no scientist, though he might be a philosopher. The Dean accordingly refused: and was glad to receive a word of commendation from Lord Kelvin, who said to him one day at a party at Buckingham Palace: ‘I am glad you did not put that fellow Spencer in the Abbey.’





When in 1927 Dean Norris offered burial in the Abbey in the case of Lord Asquith, it was found that acceptance was precluded by Lord Asquith’s own instructions that he should be buried as privately as possible. Archbishop Davidson was not pleased. His view was that great men belong to the nation and in such matters the individual ought not to override the nation’s wishes. If a great man objected to cremation (that being the condition of burial in the Abbey) such a wish might be respected, but he could not agree that the mere wish for a private burial was in such cases a proper wish.


DR GEORGE BELL (1883–1958),
LIFE OF ARCHBISHOP DAVIDSON


Alone in Bond Street


SEPTEMBER 1893


At 11 o’clock one morning I was positively alone in Bond Street. I went to one of my tailors and he was at Brighton. I went to another and he was in an upper room, with open windows and surrounded by mignonette boxes, playing the piano in the bosom of his family. I went to my hosiers and two of the least presentable of the ‘young men’ of that elegant establishment were playing at draughts in the back shop.


CHARLES DICKENS (1812–70)


A Familiar Voice


We had reached Baker Street and had stopped at the door. He was searching his pockets for the key when someone passing said: ‘Good-night, Mr Sherlock Holmes.’


[image: John Watson and Sherlock Holmes are in front of their door in Baker Street. A young man walks past them on the pavement.]


There were several people on the pavement at the time, but the greeting appeared to come from a slim youth in an ulster who had hurried by.


‘I’ve heard that voice before,’ said Holmes, staring down the dimly lit street. ‘Now, I wonder who the deuce that could have been.’


ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE (1859–1930),
‘THE SCANDAL IN BOHEMIA’


ILLUSTRATION BY SIDNEY PAGET (1860–1908)


Central and Inexplicable


WEDNESDAY, 9 JANUARY 1924


At this very moment, or fifteen minutes ago, to be precise, I bought the ten-year lease of 52 Tavistock Square, London WC1 – I like writing Tavistock. Subject of course to the lease, & to Providence, & to the unforeseen vagaries on the part of old Mrs Simons, the house is ours: & the basement, & the billiard room, with the rock garden on top, & the view of the square in front & the desolate buildings behind, & Southampton Row, & the whole of London – London, thou art a jewel of jewels, & jasper of jocunditie – music, talk, friendship, city views, books, publishing, something central & inexplicable, all this is now within my reach, as it hasn’t been since August 1913.


VIRGINIA WOOLF, DIARY


Alone among the Buildings of the World


Westminster Abbey stands alone among the buildings of the world. There are, it may be, some which surpass it in beauty or grandeur; there are others, certainly, which surpass it in depth and sublimity of association; but there is none which has been entwined by so many continuous threads with the history of a whole nation.


ARTHUR PENRHYN STANLEY (1815–81),
DEAN OF WESTMINSTER, 1864–81


A London Sunset


In fragments visible, enmeshed low down,


The sun is behind the trees; the trees are dark,


Against the dazzle of gold which fades away


To an upper sky of pale crystalline blue.


This side of the trees the garden’s already dark,


But scattered around take on the lingering light


Roofs and chimney pots, soft, mellow, serene.


There’s a late bird going songless, intent, across,


High over all things here.


          O peaceful hour,


I forget my body, I seem to be one with the sky,


A note in the chord of a beautiful ending thing.


Alone but not unhappy: not even alone,


For over this vast city so strangely hushed,


In high rooms, or standing at staircase windows,


On the summits of roads, or leaning on gates in the suburbs,


Are lovers, with fingers touching, who look at the west,


And wondering boys and meditative old men,


Everywhere fixed a few, in suspended life,


Watching the last of the sun fade from the sky,


At peace with the same celestial dream as I.


J. C. SQUIRE (1884–1958)
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It was a pleasant sight to see the City from one end to the other with a glory about it.


SAMUEL PEPYS (1633–1703), DIARY


The Vexatious Power of Habit


The shop of Payne, the bookseller, at the Mews Gate, was at this time the resort of the London literati. This place was as little calculated as any could well be for the reception of the number who not only frequented it but at certain hours of the day were never out of it. It was, as is well known, though probably the traces of it may soon be gone, at the gate of the lower Mews, opening into Castle Street, Leicester Fields; an elbow-shed rather than shop and lighted by a skylight. Crossing obliquely the gate of the Mews, Payne had a good dwelling-house the ground-floor windows of which were fairy barricaded with books.


In this nookery were to be found, about one every day, such men as the Revd Mr Cracherode, Mr Southwell, Mr Tyrrwhitt, the Bishop of Dromore (Dr Percy), Dr Heberden, Bennet Langton, George Stevens, Sir J. Hawkins, and others. Mr Cracherode, Mr Tyrrwhitt and Mr Southwell were as regular as the day itself, much to the annoyance of Payne, who found them very much in the way; the rest were occasionally, but very generally, to be seen there.


With a hope of attracting some of these literary loungers, Henry Payne, a younger brother of Johnson’s publisher, opened a very handsome shop, almost opposite Marlborough House, in Pall Mall, but the business was not brisk. The owner used to remark on the vexatious power of habit, which made these gentlemen, so desirable visitors to him, prefer his namesake’s dark, dirty, encumbered shop to his, which was certainly in all points very attractive.


LAETITIA HAWKINS (1759–1835),
MEMORIES, ANECDOTES, FACTS AND OPINIONS


[image: Oliver looks at Dodger and another boy picking pockets of an elderly gentleman, who is buying books from a stall.]


‘Oliver is amazed at the Dodger’s mode of “going to work”
from Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens


Under Hostile Heavens


Walking along the road after nightfall, I thought all at once of London streets, and, by a freak of mind, wished I were there. I saw the shining of shop-fronts, the yellow glistening of a wet pavement, the hurrying people, the cabs, the omnibuses – and I wished I were amid it all.


What did it mean but that I wished I were young again? Not seldom I have a sudden vision of a London street, perhaps the dreariest and ugliest, which for a moment gives me a feeling of homesickness. Often it is the High Street of Islington, which I have not seen for a quarter of a century, at least; no thoroughfare in all London less attractive to the imagination, one would say; but I see myself walking there – walking with the quick, light step of youth, and there, of course, is the charm. I see myself, after a long day of work and loneliness, setting forth from my lodgings. For the weather I care nothing: rain, wind, fog – what does it matter! The fresh air fills my lungs; my blood circles rapidly; I feel my muscles, and have a pleasure in the hardness of the stone I tread upon. Perhaps I have money in my pocket; I am going to the theatre, and afterwards, I shall treat myself to supper – sausage and mashed potatoes, with a pint of foaming ale. The gusto with which I look forward to each and every enjoyment! At the pit door, I shall roll and hustle amid the throng, and find it amusing. Nothing tires me. Late at night, I shall walk all the way back to Islington, most likely singing as I go. Not because I am happy – nay, I am anything but that; but my age is something and twenty; I am strong and well.


Put me in a London street this chill, damp night, and I should be lost in barren discomfort. But in those old days, if I am not mistaken, I rather preferred the seasons of bad weather; I had, in fact, the true instinct of townsfolk, which finds pleasure in the triumph of artificial circumstance over natural conditions, delighting in a glare and tumult of busy life under hostile heavens which, elsewhere, would mean shivering ill-content. The theatre, at such a time, is doubly warm and bright; every shop is a happy harbour of refuge – there, behind the counter, stand persons quite at their ease, ready to chat as they serve you; the supper bars make tempting display under their many gas-jets; the public-houses are full of people who all have money to spend. Then clangs out the piano-organ – and what could be cheerier! I have much ado to believe that I really felt so. But then, if life had not somehow made itself tolerable to me, how should I have lived through those many years? Human creatures have a marvellous power of adapting themselves to necessity. Were I, even now, thrown back into squalid London, with no choice but to abide and work there – should I not abide and work? Notwithstanding thoughts of the chemist’s shop, I suppose I should.


GEORGE GISSING (1857–1903),
THE PRIVATE PAPERS OF HENRY RYECROFT
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Go where we may – rest where we will,


Eternal London haunts us still.


THOMAS MOORE (1779–1852)





Oxford Street Tide


An Essay by Virginia Woolf


Down in the docks one sees things in their crudity, their bulk, their enormity. Here in Oxford Street they have been refined and transformed. The huge barrels of damp tobacco have been rolled into innumerable neat cigarettes laid in silver paper. The corpulent bales of wool have been spun into thin vests and soft stockings. The grease of sheep’s thick wool has become scented cream for delicate skins. And those who buy and those who sell have suffered the same city change. Tripping, mincing, in black coats, in satin dresses, the human form has adapted itself no less than the animal product. Instead of hauling and heaving, it deftly opens drawers, rolls out silk on counters, measures and snips with yardsticks and scissors.


Oxford Street, it goes without saying, is not London’s most distinguished thoroughfare. Moralists have been known to point the finger of scorn at those who buy there, and they have the support of the dandies. Fashion has secret crannies off Hanover Square, round about Bond Street, to which it withdraws discreetly to perform its more sublime rites. In Oxford Street there are too many bargains, too many sales, too many goods marked down to one and eleven that only last week cost two and six. The buying and selling is too blatant and raucous. But as one saunters towards the sunset – and what with artificial light and mounds of silk and gleaming omnibuses, a perpetual sunset seems to brood over the Marble Arch – the garishness and gaudiness of the great rolling ribbon of Oxford Street has its fascination. It is like the pebbly bed of a river whose stones are forever washed by a bright stream. Everything glitters and twinkles. The first spring day brings out barrows frilled with tulips, violets, daffodils in brilliant layers. The frail vessels eddy vaguely across the stream of the traffic. At one corner seedy magicians are making slips of coloured paper expand in magic tumblers into bristling forests of splendidly tinted flora – a subaqueous flower garden. At another, tortoises repose on litters of grass. The slowest and most contemplative of creatures display their mild activities on a foot or two of pavement, jealously guarded from passing feet. One infers that the desire of man for the tortoise, like the desire of the moth for the star, is a constant element in human nature. Nevertheless, to see a woman stop and add a tortoise to her string of parcels is perhaps the rarest sight that human eyes can look upon.


[image: Workers carry crates and planks at the Export Dock and Old Mast House. Ships are at the dock.]


Export Dock AND Old Mast House, Blackwall from Flora Tristan’s London Journal, 1840


Taking all this into account – the auctions, the barrows, the cheapness, the glitter – it cannot be said that the character of Oxford Street is refined. It is a breeding ground, a forcing house of sensation. The pavement seems to sprout horrid tragedies; the divorces of actresses, the suicides of millionaires occur here with a frequency that is unknown to the more austere pavements of the residential districts. News changes quicker than in any other part of London. The press of people passing seems to lick the ink off the placards and to consume more of them and to demand fresh supplies of later editions faster than elsewhere. The mind becomes a glutinous slab that takes impressions and Oxford Street rolls off upon it a perpetual ribbon of changing sights, sounds and movement. Parcels slap and hit; motor omnibuses graze the kerb; the blare of a whole brass band in full tongue dwindles to a thin reed of sound. Buses, vans, cars, barrows stream past like the fragments of a picture puzzle; a white arm rises; the puzzle runs thick, coagulates, stops; the white arm sinks, and away it streams again, streaked, twisted, higgledy-piggledy, in perpetual race and disorder. The puzzle never fits itself together, however long we look.


[image: Men in suits and hats and women in dresses and hats stand in a queue.]


On the banks of this river of turning wheels our modern aristocrats have built palaces just as in ancient days the Dukes of Somerset and Northumberland, the Earls of Dorset and Salisbury lined the Strand with their stately mansions. The different houses of the great firms testify to the courage, initiative, the audacity of their creators much as the great houses of Cavendish and Percy testify to such qualities in some faraway shire. From the loins of our merchants will spring the Cavendishes and Percys of the future. Indeed, the great lords of Oxford Street are as magnanimous as any duke or earl who scattered gold or doled out loaves to the poor at his gates. Only their largesse takes a different form. It takes the form of excitement, of display, of entertainment, of windows lit up by night, of banners flaunting by day. They give us the latest news for nothing. Music streams from their banqueting rooms free. You need not spend more than one and eleven to enjoy all the shelter that high and airy halls provide; and the soft pile of carpets, and the luxury of lifts, and the glow of fabrics, and carpets and silver. Percy and Cavendish could give no more. These gifts of course have an object – to entice the shilling and eleven pennies as freely from our pockets as possible; but the Percys and the Cavendishes were not munificent either without hope of some return, whether it was a dedication from a poet or a vote from a farmer. And both the old lords and the new added considerably to the decoration and entertainment of human life.


But it cannot be denied that these Oxford Street palaces are rather flimsy abodes – perhaps grounds rather than dwelling places. One is conscious that one is walking on a strip of wood laid upon steel girders, and that the outer wall, for all its florid stone ornamentation, is only thick enough to withstand the force of the wind. A vigorous prod with an umbrella point might well inflict irreparable damage upon the fabric. Many a country cottage built to house farmer or miller when Queen Elizabeth was on the throne will live to see these palaces fall into the dust. The old cottage walls, with their oak beams and their layers of honest brick soundly cemented together still put up a stout resistance to the drills and bores that attempt to introduce the modern blessing of electricity. But any day of the week one may see Oxford Street vanishing at the tap of a workman’s pick as he stands perilously balanced on a dusty pinnacle knocking down walls and façades as lightly as if they were made of yellow cardboard and sugar icing.


And again the moralists point the finger of scorn. For such thinness, such papery stone and powdery brick reflect, they say, the levity, the ostentation, the haste and irresponsibility of our age. Yet perhaps they are as much out in their scorn as we should be if we asked of the lily that it should be cast in bronze, or of the daisy that it should have petals of imperishable enamel. The charm of modern London is that it is not built to last; it is built to pass. Its glassiness, its transparency, its surging waves of coloured plaster give a different pleasure and achieve a different end from that which was desired and attempted by the old builders and their patrons, the nobility of England. Their pride required the illusion of permanence. Ours, on the contrary, seems to delight in proving that we can make stone and brick as transitory as our own desires. We do not build for our descendants, who may live up in the clouds or down in the earth, but for ourselves and our own needs. We knock down and rebuild as we expect to be knocked down and rebuilt. It is an impulse that makes for creation and fertility. Discovery is stimulated and invention on the alert.


[image: A woman leans toward another woman and points in a direction.]


The palaces of Oxford Street ignore what seemed good to the Greeks, to the Elizabethans, to the eighteenth-century nobleman; they are overwhelmingly conscious that unless they can devise an architecture that shows off the dressing-case, the Paris frock, the cheap stockings and the jar of bath-salts to perfection, their palaces, their mansions and motor cars and the little villas out at Croydon and Surbiton where their shop assistants live, not so badly after all, with a gramophone and wireless, and money to spend at the movies – all this will be swept to ruin. Hence they stretch stone fantastically; crush together in one wild confusion the styles of Greece, Egypt, Italy, America; and boldly attempt an air of lavishness, opulence, in their effort to persuade the multitude that here unending beauty ever fresh, ever new, very cheap and within the reach of everybody, bubbles up every day of the week from an inexhaustible well. The mere thought of age, of solidity, of lasting for ever is abhorrent to Oxford Street.


Therefore if the moralist chooses to take his afternoon walk along this particular thoroughfare, he must tune his strain so that it receives into it some queer, incongruous voices. Above the racket of van and omnibus we can hear them crying. God knows, says the man who sells tortoises, that my arm aches; my chance of selling a tortoise is small; but courage! there may come along a buyer; my bed tonight depends on it; so on I must go, as slowly as the police allow, wheeling tortoises down Oxford Street from dawn till dusk. True, says the great merchant, I am not thinking of educating the mass to a higher standard of aesthetic sensibility. It taxes all my wits to think how I can display my goods with the minimum of waste and the maximum of effectiveness. Green dragons on the top of Corinthian columns may help; let us try. I grant, says the middle-class woman, that I linger and look and barter and cheapen and turn over basket after basket of remnants hour by hour. My eyes glisten unseemlily I know, and I grab and pounce with disgusting greed. But my husband is a small clerk in a bank; I have only fifteen pounds a year to dress on; so here I come, to linger and loiter and look, if I can, as well dressed as my neighbours. I am a thief says a woman of that persuasion, and a lady of easy virtue into the bargain. But it takes a good deal of pluck to snatch a bag from a counter when a customer is not looking; and it may contain only spectacles and old bus tickets after all. So here goes!


A thousand such voices are always crying aloud in Oxford Street. All are tense, all are real, all are urged out of their speakers by the pressure of making a living, finding a bed, somehow keeping afloat on the bounding, careless, remorseless tide of the street. And even a moralist, who is, one must suppose, since he can spend the afternoon dreaming, a man with a balance in the bank – even a moralist must allow that this gaudy, bustling, vulgar street reminds us that life is a struggle; that all building is perishable; that all display is vanity; from which we may conclude – but until some adroit shopkeeper has caught on to the idea and opened cells for solitary thinkers hung with green plush and provided with automatic glowworms and a sprinkling of genuine death’s-head moths to induce thought and reflection, it is vain to try to come to a conclusion in Oxford Street.


VIRGINIA WOOLF (1882–1941)


[image: A sign advertises the goods at the Oxford Street department store Marshall and Snelgrove, Limited.]


The Oxford Street department store opened in 1851 and became Debenhams after being rebuilt in 1974.


Sunday Afternoon


It was a little street, shabbily symmetrical – a double row of insignificant, dingy-brick houses. Muffled in the dusk of the fading winter afternoon, it seemed sunk in squalid, listless slumber. In the distance a church-bell was tolling its joyless mechanical Sunday tale.


A man stood in the roadway, droning the words of a hymn-tune. He was old and decayed and sluttish; he wore an ancient, baggy frock-coat, and through the cracks in his boots you could see the red flesh of his feet. His gait was starved and timid; the touch of the air was very bitter. And when he had finished his singing, he remained gazing up at the rows of lifeless windows, with a look of dull expectancy in his bloodshot, watery eyes.


HUBERT CRACKANTHORPE (1870–96), VIGNETTES, 1896


An Unnameable Yearning


It was that famous summer when extravagance was fashionable, when the very earth was extravagant and chestnut trees spread with blossom and flowers were drenched in perfume as they had never been before; when roses blew in every garden; and for the swarming stars the nights had hardly space; when every day and all day long the sun, in full armour, swung his brazen shield above the Park, and people did strange things, lunching and dining in the open air. Unprecedented was the tide of cabs and carriages that streamed across the bridges of the shining river, bearing the upper middle class in thousands to the green glories of Bushey, Richmond, Kew and Hampton Court. Almost every family with any pretensions to be of the carriage class paid one visit that year to the horse-chestnuts at Bushey, or took one drive among the Spanish chestnuts of Richmond Park. Bowling smoothly, if dustily, along in a cloud of their own creation, they would stare fashionably at the antlered heads which the great deer raised out of a forest of bracken that promised to autumn lovers such cover as was never seen before. And now and again, as the amorous perfume of chestnut flowers and fern was drifted too near, one would say to the other: ‘My dear! What a peculiar scent!’


And the lime-flowers that year were of rare prime, near honey-coloured. At the corners of London squares they gave out, as the sun went down, a perfume sweeter than the honey bees had taken – a perfume that stirred a yearning unnameable in the hearts of Forsytes and their peers, taking the cool after dinner in the precincts of those gardens to which they alone had keys.


And that yearning made them linger amid the dim shapes of flower-beds in the failing daylight, made them turn and turn and turn again, as though lovers were waiting for them – waiting for the last light to die away under the shadow of the branches.


JOHN GALSWORTHY (1867–1933), THE MAN OF PROPERTY


[image: ]


London, thou art the flower of cities all.


WILLIAM DUNBAR (1459–1520)


[image: A view of the dome of Saint Paul’s Cathedral is viewed from a boat on the River Thames. More boats sail lazily in the river.]


St Paul’s from the River by F. L. Griggs (1876–1938)


The Dome of St Paul’s


I wonder if I am at last beginning to understand and appreciate St Paul’s. We get a wonderful view of the dome from our upper windows (in Cloth Fair) but what I like best is to come upon it gradually, to stalk St Paul’s by a stealthy approach. Down Little Britain, whence you catch your first sight of the dome in its splendour, and then Canons Row, where the north front is marvellously framed by the tall houses, and then the steps leading to the north porch and the trees . . .


Learn to watch for the dome as it appears in different weathers and in different lights! It knows how to frown; it can look all pearly; it can look hard and steely; it can blush like a rose.


H. L. PAGET (1858–1937), BISHOP OF CHESTER


[image: ]


Samuel Butler (1835–1902) used to say that ‘the finest view in London’ was the view of St Paul’s from the north side of Fleet Street as you walk from Fetter Lane to Ludgate Circus.


[image: ]


A deep, low, mighty tone swung through the night. At first I knew it not; but it was uttered twelve times, and at the twelfth colossal hum and trembling knell, I said, ‘I lie in the shadow of St Paul’s’ . . . The next day I awoke, and saw the risen sun struggling through fog. Above my head, above the housetops, co-elevate almost with the clouds, I saw a solemn, orbed mass, dark-blue and dim – the dome. While I looked, my inner self moved; my spirit shook its always-fettered wings half loose; I had a sudden feeling as if I, who had never yet truly lived, were at last about to taste life: in that morning my soul grew as fast as Jonah’s gourd.
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STANFORD’S TWO-SHILLING TOURISTS’ GUIDES.

ROUND ABOUT LONDON:

HISTORICAL, ARCHZZEOLOGICAL, ARCHITECTURAL, AND
PICTURESQUE NOTES, SUITABLE FOR THE TOURIST,

WITHIN A CIRCLE OF TWELVE MILES.

To which are added Specimens of Short Walking Excursions
and Visits to Hatfield, Knole, St. Albans, and Windsor.

By A FELLOW OF THE SOCIETY OF ANTIQUARIES.
With a Map and copious Index.

“There is no end to the many associations of the places which are
recalled to memory by turning over the pages of this little book, or by
ransacking the reminiscences of some of one’s own rambles. To those
who hdve traversed the ground this book will be a pleasant reminder, and
with its help they can visit the scenes again without leaving their easy
chairs; to those who have yet to visit the many places, so close at hand,
which are endeared to us by the lives or consecrated to us by the
deaths or graves of our great men, this will be a useful and pleasant
guide.”—Times.

¢ ¢Round about London’ is especially intended for the excursionist
who wishes to turn to good account his Saturday half-holiday. This is
not the first book of the kind that has been published with this object,
but it is the most concise and the most exact.”—Pall Mall Gazeite.

¢“With this handy volume in his pocket, neither the Londoner nor
stranger will be at any loss to spend a pleasant and interesting day in the
neighbourhood of the Metropolis, and the excellent map attached,
showing all the railway lines, will facilitate his decision on the programme
for the day. Too much can scarcely be said in praise of the accuracy and
completeness of this little guide with its map and index.”—Queen.

“ Books like this are wanted both to guide the traveller and also to
draw public attention to our health-resorts, so that they shall not be taken
from us through ignorance. We can confidently recommend this book
as a useful companion for those who intend to explore the near at hand
beauties of the environs of London.”"—4cademy.

“The F.S.A. has done it well, with judgment to condense, industry to
collect, and ability to describe. The book is neat, cheap, and good. —
Art Journal.

¢ ¢ Round about London’ is one of the most compact and pleasing ofnote
books on the prinecipal places of interest surrounding the great Metro-
polis; it will be simply invaluable to residents, visitors, and tourists
alike. It is a volume over which great care has been expended, and will
be found to be a reliable ¢ Guide and Companion’ to all places embraced
in its pages.”"—Reliquary.

Lonpon: EDWARD STANFORD, 55, Cmarine Cross, S.W.
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