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Introduction


I could start this book by saying, as people often do, that I have 

lived in London all my life, as if that were some sort of guarantee 

that I know the place well. But as we all know it is perfectly 

possible to live in a city, and especially one of London’s enormous 

size and complexity, without ever learning much about its history. 

There are visitors who live here for a few months – and I include 

my own students in this – who see as much of historic London 

during their stay as many residents see in a lifetime. My aim in 

writing this book is to awaken Londoners, both temporary and 

permanent, to London’s rich but often forgotten past, and to 

encourage them to study it not just on paper, as they could by 

reading my History of London or one of its competitors, but on foot, 

by looking again at familiar streets and suburbs, and visiting 

unfamiliar ones, in a spirit of historical discovery.


I have been teaching the history of London for the past thirty 

years, and writing books on it since about 1990, and I have never 

grown tired of it. There are several reasons for this, but the most 

important is that my subject is here, beneath my feet, outside my 

door. When I am tired of reading, writing or lecturing about it I 

can step outside, with my students or by myself, and walk its confusing 

and historic streets. I teach in aristocratic Bedford Square, 

which still looks almost as it did when it was built in the 1780s. A 

five-minute walk to the south brings me to St Giles, the most 

famous and frightful of London slums or rookeries, whose horrors 

inspired Hogarth and Dickens, and ten minutes brings me to Covent 

Garden or Soho, each of them with a history so rich it defies brief

summary. Five minutes to the west, and I am crossing the old 

furniture district of Tottenham Court Road and entering the lower 

reaches of Fitzrovia, famous as a haunt of artists and intellectuals 

in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. To the east the squares of Bloomsbury 

coexist with the colleges of London University, including 

Senate House, London’s only pre-war skyscraper. Next door to Senate 

House, the British Museum has wonderful collections illustrating the 

Roman and Saxon history of London, as well as artefacts left in the 

area by the pre-Roman inhabitants. The British Museum’s Reading 

Room, the centre of London’s intellectual life for 150 years, is now 

open to all. Many other starting points could illustrate the wealth of 

London’s history just as well as this.


What we see as we walk around may not be beautiful or old or 

well kept, but it is undeniably interesting, alive and changing. 

London is a place where history has been made for thousands of 

years, and where it is still being made today. This is not a city 

frozen in time, preserved in its ancient or medieval pomp through 

later centuries of stagnation and insignificance, but a place that has 

been at or near the centre of national life for a thousand years, and 

at the forefront of international political, economic and cultural 

history for each of the past five centuries. While Granada, Venice 

and Bruges offer us historical snapshots, London gives us a moving 

picture (with sound) of its whole unfinished history. Sometimes it 

seems that the new has overwhelmed the old, and that all we can 

see is a modern and often ugly city, but remember that every 

Londoner throughout its history has lived in modern London, 

regretting, no doubt, that they had missed its golden days. The 

Tower of London was as new, unfamiliar and dominating a presence 

in 1100 as the giant gherkin, or Swiss Re building, is today. So 

enjoy the riches we still have left, without too many regrets for 

what has been lost.


London is a busy, prosperous, crowded and ever-changing city, 

and its historic past does not overwhelm you as soon as you look 

around, as Amsterdam’s or Siena’s does. But take the time to stop and look, to turn off the main shopping streets into the narrow 

alleys and backstreets, to lift your eyes from the shop windows to 

the houses above them, to go into the churches and local museums 

that you generally hurry past, to spend a day in suburbs that 

your usual journey does not take you to, and you will begin to see 

that though London has been burned, bombed, burned again and 

bulldozed, its two thousand years of history have not been wiped 

away, and that streets that seem humdrum or familiar can be 

interesting again. London’s history could be told as a story of 

destruction, but we can see it too as a story of survival – stretches 

of Roman wall that survived four hundred years of quarrying; 

medieval churches and Tudor houses that survived the Great Fire; 

monastic buildings that survived the Reformation; street markets 

that survived the hostility of police and local residents; seventeenth and 

eighteenth-century streets and squares that survived the urge to 

replace them with hotels and offices; and Wren churches, Victorian 

terraces and Inns of Court that survived the Blitz.


There can hardly be a city in the world with richer historical 

and cultural associations than London’s. Every king and queen of 

England, every courtier, adviser, archbishop and minister lived in 

London, and very many of the decisions and events that shaped the 

history of the kingdom took place in London. There are buildings 

or streets in London built for the Emperor Hadrian, Alfred the 

Great, William the Conqueror and Henry III, houses where Wolsey, 

Henry VIII, Charles II, Marlborough, Handel, Dickens and Wellington 

lived, courtrooms where Sir Thomas More, Anne Boleyn, 

Lady Jane Grey, Guy Fawkes, Charles I and Oscar Wilde were tried 

and condemned. In its time London was the greatest industrial and 

trading city in the world, a concentration of population far beyond 

anything the world had ever seen, and the unrivalled international 

centre of political and financial power.


When Britain ruled the world’s largest empire, as it did in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it did so from London, the 

supreme imperial city. At the same time it offered refuge or

education to some of the most important opponents of state or 

imperial power, from Voltaire and Benjamin Franklin to Marx, Lenin, 

Gandhi, Ho Chi Minh, Kwame Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta. Almost 

every English painter, composer, architect, actor, scientist and writer 

spent some of his or her working life in London. Many were 

London-born: Chaucer, More, Spenser, Jonson, Bacon, Inigo Jones, 

Donne, Milton, Vanbrugh, Pepys, Purcell, Defoe, Pope, Hogarth, 

Blake, Keats, Byron, Faraday, Turner, Trollope, Virginia Woolf and 

Charlie Chaplin. Others, including Shakespeare, Marlowe, Boyle, 

Wren, Dryden, Newton, Handel, Fielding, Samuel Johnson, Garrick, 

John Wesley, Shelley, Constable, Nelson, Dickens, Darwin, Marx, 

George Eliot, Henry James, Wilde, Pissarro, Shaw, Wells, Vaughan 

Williams, T.S. Eliot and George Orwell, made it their home. Often 

we can enjoy London more if we identify the places where they 

lived or worked, the streets they wrote about, the scenes they 

painted or the buildings they designed. As we walk down Cheapside 

or Borough High Street we can remember the London of Chaucer, 

Shakespeare, Johnson and Dickens, as we walk along the Embankment 

we can share the river that was painted by Canaletto, Whistler 

and Monet, and all around the town we can see the work of Inigo 

Jones, Christopher Wren, Nicholas Hawksmoor, Robert Adam, John 

Nash and Norman Shaw.
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This book is organized by themes or subjects, which have been 

chosen because of their importance in London’s history and because 

they are still fairly well represented in its surviving fabric. By 

following the suggested walks and visits in the book you can 

explore and understand the history of London’s houses, shops, pubs, 

pleasure gardens, rivers, canals, squares and medieval remains, and 

learn more about the history of crime, music and science in London. 

Where possible I have grouped my suggested visits together in 

convenient geographical ways, linking them in a walk or neighbourhood, 

but I have not excluded places of interest because they

do not fit into a conventional walking tour. There are fascinating 

places in distant corners of London, in Waltham Abbey, Twickenham, 

Eltham, Cheam, Merton, Pinner, Hoxton, Bow, Harmondsworth 

and Enfield, for example, which should not be forgotten, and I have 

mentioned them in their proper place. Many other themes might 

have been chosen with equal validity, but walkers do not want 

thousand-page books, and I hope that the subjects I have selected 

give a fair impression of the breadth of London’s history, and take 

my readers into some interesting and unfamiliar parts of the town.


This is not a comprehensive or conventional guidebook, and 

I have not concentrated my attention on London’s greatest tourist 

attractions, though I have not deliberately avoided them. Visits to 

the great galleries, the British Museum, the Museum of London, 

Westminster Abbey, the Tower of London, the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, can be safely left to your own good sense. Instead, I have 

tried to alert you to the odd, the out of the way, and some places 

you might otherwise have missed. I hope that by following some of 

my leads you will explore new areas, and see familiar places in a 

different way. I have given the best information I could find on 

opening times and prices, but these change, and it is easy to get the 

latest information from websites, which I have identified. I have 

described particular places in enough detail to enable you to decide 

whether or not to go to them, but fuller descriptions will often be 

available on the spot.


I have suggested how you might get from central London to 

the more remote places, but I am aware that individual journeys 

do not often start at Charing Cross. So my best advice is to 

phone London Travel Information on 020 7222 1234, or to go to 

www.tfl.gov.uk and click on journey planner, taking care to temper 

their advice with some common sense. Remember that in central 

London it is often quicker, and usually more interesting, to walk 

than to take the bus or Tube. A map is always useful, and I recommend 

one of the fold-out maps published by the A to Z company. 

The 6 inch to a mile Map of London, ISBN 978-1-84348-354-0, is

good for the central area, the 9 inch to a mile Super Scale London 

Street Map, ISBN 978-0-85039-928-8, is even better (though harder 

to fit in your pocket) and the 3 inch to a mile Master Map of Central 

London, ISBN 978-1-84348-379-3, goes out as far as Wimbledon, 

Greenwich, Hampstead and Crystal Palace.
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Enjoying historic London need not be a serious business. The city 

is like a giant four-dimensional maze, with mysterious passages 

leading you from noisy streets to quiet and unsuspected courtyards, 

famous residents remembered on the walls of obscure buildings, 

seventeenth-century houses above twentieth-century shopfronts, 

medieval cellars beneath seventeenth-century churches, and reminders 

everywhere of London’s eventful history. For several years now 

I have been devising walks for my friends which involve following 

clues, looking for information and solving puzzles. The verses I use 

have no literary merit, but simply give the puzzles an extra cryptic 

twist. In case you might enjoy them too, I have included three 

central London quiz walks in this book. These walks can be done 

alone or in groups, but seem to work best for a party of twenty or 

so divided up into groups of three or four. The competition is not 

about speed – though there might be a time limit of about two 

hours – but about the number of correct answers. The groups finish 

at a meeting place specified in the verse, where they get the answers 

and perhaps a prize from the organizer. The puzzles do not test – 

though they might increase – your knowledge of London, but only 

your perceptiveness, your eyesight and your problem-solving skills.


The walks were devised and checked in early 2007. It is 

surprising how quickly what appear to be permanent features of the 

London streetscape change – pubs close down, buildings are demolished, 

restaurants and theatres change their names, alleys are blocked 

by office buildings. Over time, some of these changes may affect the 

walks, making some instructions impossible to follow. I have been 

careful, though, to make sure that these changes do not make it

difficult to complete the walks. With a map, it will always be 

possible to keep on track and get to the end.


Nobody can know London, a vast city of nearly eight million 

people, as Samuel Johnson knew it in the 1760s, when there were 

about 700,000 Londoners, mostly living between Westminster and 

Limehouse. But we can still follow the advice he gave to James 

Boswell: ‘Sir, 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.’


Boswell had his own thoughts on the many ways in which this 

wonderful city could be enjoyed:





I have often amused myself with thinking how different a 

place London is to different people. They, whose narrow minds 

are contracted to the consideration of some one particular 

pursuit, view it only through that medium. A politician thinks 

of it merely as the seat of government in its different departments; 

a grazier, as a vast market for cattle; a mercantile man, 

as a place where a prodigious deal of business is done upon 

’Change; a dramatick enthusiast, as the grand scene of theatrical 

entertainments; a man of pleasure, as an assemblage of 

taverns, and the great emporium for ladies of easy virtue. But 

the intellectual man is struck with it, as comprehending the 

whole of human life in all its variety, the contemplation of 

which is inexhaustible.





So, whether your interest is in crime, science, music, shopping, 

medieval remains, pleasure gardens, pubs, coffee houses, waterways, 

Dickens, town planning or just getting lost in fascinating places, I 

hope that you will find something to stimulate you in this book.
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ROMAN AND MEDIEVAL LONDON
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St Bartholomew the Great, 1900


 


LONDON IS ALMOST two thousand years old, but it does not look 

its age. Centuries of decay, fire, warfare, demolition and rebuilding 

mean that we have to look quite carefully to find visible reminders 

of London’s ancient and medieval history. Outside of museums, all 

we can see of the period of Roman settlement, which lasted from 

about ad 43 to 410, are sections of the walls that protected 

Londinium from about 200, part of the fort built around 100 or 

120 as barracks for Roman troops, a temple to the god Mithras, the 

remains of a great amphitheatre, and some scattered scraps of 

flooring and pavement.


The walls were probably built during or shortly after the 

struggle between the Emperor Septimius Severus and the overambitious 

governor of Britain, Clodius Albinus, who was defeated and 

killed in 197. They were maintained for over a thousand years, until 

they were abandoned and partly demolished in the middle of the 

eighteenth century, when the threats from Saxons, Danes, Normans 

and rebellious barons or peasants were long gone, and when, in any 

case, most Londoners lived outside the walls. What we see today is 

a mixture of Roman, medieval and Tudor brick and stonework. One 

of the best places to see Roman and medieval wall is Tower Hill. 

Outside the Underground station, on your left, there is an impressive 

section, of which the bottom three metres are the Roman wall, with 

its distinctive red tile courses, and the rest medieval. The statue of 

Trajan is a copy, as is the tombstone of Gaius Julius Classicianus, 

the Roman Procurator Fiscal (treasurer) of Britannia in the 60s. 

The restored original, which was found near here, is in the British

Museum, which has a fine collection of pre-Roman, Roman and 

Saxon artefacts from the London area.


Go down into the walkway leading to the Tower of London, 

and soon you will see a well-preserved postern gate, probably built 

in the late thirteenth century, when skilful masons were at work 

on the Tower. This was the eastern gate into the medieval city, 

defended by archers (the arrow loops are still there), wooden gates 

and a portcullis. The slot through which the portcullis was raised 

and lowered is easy to see, on the north-eastern corner of the tower. 

If you pay to go into the Tower of London, you can see a large 

section of the riverside wall, part of fourth-century London’s 

defences against the Saxons, which was discovered in 1977. Instead, 

you could retrace your steps to Tower Hill, and walk up Cooper’s 

Row, to the left of the station. About 50 metres along, on the right, 

in the courtyard of a modern hotel, there is a stretch of Roman and 

medieval wall about 10 metres high (almost its full medieval height) 

and 30 metres long, which survived as the wall of an old warehouse. 

The lower section of the wall, about 4.4 metres, is Roman, and 

above that there is the medieval wall, with the remains of the double 

staircase leading up to the wooden sentry walk, which was supported 

by posts fixed in the square holes in the present masonry. 

The broken sections of the wall help you to see how it was 

constructed, with finished stone on the outside and rough Kentish 

ragstone filling within. Go through the archway to see what the 

attacker would have seen, over 6 metres of solid stone, made even 

more impregnable by the ditch dug against the outer wall.


There is one more piece of the wall in this part of the City, 

but it is not as impressive as the two stretches we have just seen. 

Continue along Cooper’s Row, under the lines coming from Fenchurch 

Street station, and turn right into Crosswall. On your right 

is a large office building called 1 America Square, which was built 

over the wall. Look into the basement offices at the far end of the 

building (a few steps short of America Square) and see what is left 

of the wall here.


To see more of the wall, follow Jewry Street north to Aldgate, 

the site of one of the Roman gates in the wall, and, in the nineteenth 

century, of the famous Aldgate Pump. Cross Aldgate and go almost 

straight ahead into Duke’s Place, which runs to the east of the site 

of twelfth-century Holy Trinity Priory, the first of the London 

religious houses to be seized and destroyed by Henry VIII, in 1532. 

Duke’s Place becomes Bevis Marks and then Camomile Street, 

Wormwood Street and London Wall, curving westward in line 

with the Roman wall. Our next glimpse of the wall comes near the 

beginning of the road called London Wall (near Old Broad Street), 

where the church of All Hallows on the Wall is, logically enough, 

actually built on the foundations of the Roman wall. The vestry is 

semicircular, reflecting the shape of the bastion on which it rests. 

This beautiful church was the first work of George Dance the 

Younger, John Soane’s first employer and teacher. It was built in 

1766, when Dance was 24. To the west of the church, another part 

of the medieval wall acts as the northern wall of the churchyard. 

Much further along London Wall, near the Museum of London, 

the ruined tower of St Alphage, which can be seen from the road 

or the highwalk, stands alongside a very good and high stretch of 

the wall, in quiet St Alphage Garden, the old churchyard. Only the 

base is Roman, and the chequered red brick battlements are probably 

from the rebuilding of the wall in 1476.


For economy’s sake this north-west corner of the City wall 

followed and reinforced the outer wall of the older fort, which had 

been built around 120, perhaps at the time of the Emperor Hadrian’s 

visit in 122. You can see remnants of the wall and fort from the 

Bastion Highwalk (on the northern side of London Wall) by the 

huge office block at 140 London Wall, and there are impressive 

sections in the gardens around the church of St Giles Cripplegate, 

which can be reached by going down into St Alphage Garden, 

walking north on Wood Street towards the distinctive church tower 

(a cupola on top of red brick), and turning left when Fore Street 

goes right. The two semicircular thirteenth-century bastions are built

on the outside of the Roman wall. The wall turned at a right angle 

here, following the square of the fort into Monkwell Square. St 

Giles church was built in 1394, but though it avoided the Great 

Fire of 1666 it suffered its own fires in 1594 and 1897, as well as 

very severe damage in 1940, so now it looks rather spacious and 

bare, without the wealth of monuments that makes some London 

churches so fascinating. The wall survived here because it was the 

southern boundary of the churchyard.


You can see more traces of the wall from inside the Museum of 

London, whose entrance is on London Wall. Finally, cross London 

Wall by the walkway and come down in Noble Street. Walking 

south on the right-hand (west) side of Noble Street, before reaching 

the church of St Anne and St Agnes (with a golden A on its 

weathervane) you will see the remains of the south-western corner 

of the fort, and the thicker City wall turning westward towards 

Newgate, where it turned south along the ridge before the Fleet 

valley, through the site of the Old Bailey, where its remains have 

been found, to reach the Thames just to the east of Blackfriars 

station. Looking down on the City wall and fort as they diverge, 

you can see the brick-lined Roman drainage tunnel, which prevented 

the wall from being undermined by water, and the remains of two 

square turrets. Looking north, the line of the two walls (of the City 

and the fort) is easy to see, with the remains of houses destroyed in 

the Blitz built on top of them. It was only this wartime destruction 

of Noble Street that made possible the discovery of the previously 

unknown fort after the Second World War. The fort covered twelve 

acres, and you can get a sense of its size by looking back to St Giles 

Cripplegate, where you saw its northern wall.


Nearby, you can see the remains of one of London’s newest 

(or most recently discovered) Roman buildings, the amphitheatre. 

A short walk east on Gresham Street brings you to the courtyard 

of the medieval Guildhall, in which part of a large tiled circle marks 

the line of the inner perimeter of the huge arena discovered here in 

1987, during the building of the Guildhall Art Gallery. Inside the

gallery (free on Fridays and after 3.30) some of these remains have 

been preserved and displayed, giving as good an impression of life 

in the Roman city as you can find anywhere else in London. You 

can see the footings of the eastern entrance of the gladiators, and 

the waiting or dressing rooms under the tiers of seating, from which 

the performers emerged to fight in the arena. Bones of the losers, 

both animal and human, have been found here.
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The Guildhall is a good place to begin an exploration of London’s 

scattered medieval remains. The great hall lost its roof and most 

of its interior fittings in the Great Fire of 1666 and again in the 

bombing of 1940–1, the disasters which between them wiped out 

most of medieval London. But its mighty walls survived, and the 

Guildhall remains today as a reminder of the skills of the master 

mason John Croxton (who built the hall between 1411 and 1429) 

and of the great power of the City’s governors, the Mayor and 

aldermen. Sixteenth-century pictures and maps show that after 

St Paul’s the Guildhall was the medieval City’s biggest and finest 

building. Only one medieval hall in London, the king’s great hall 

in Westminster, is bigger or more impressive than this. Inside the 

Guildhall, the masonry as high as the tops of the windows is 

essentially Croxton’s work, though the roof, rebuilt in the 1950s, 

is not as he intended it. The elaborate oriental and Gothic porch 

was designed by George Dance in 1788–9, with fifteenth-century 

masonry at its base. Underneath the hall is one of the hidden 

treasures of medieval London, the crypt or undercroft. If you 

visit the Guildhall on one of the very few days when the crypt is 

open, you will see two great rooms, one, the eastern crypt, built 

by Croxton in the 1410s, and the other, the simpler western crypt, 

a beautiful remnant of the earlier Guildhall, built in the decades 

around 1300. Scraps of an earlier plastered wall in the north wall of 

the western crypt are probably from the first guildhall, built in the 

twelfth or thirteenth century.


Of the other secular institutions of medieval London, very little 

remains. Although the City still has many livery company halls, 

most of which have late medieval origins, only one hall, that of the 

Merchant Taylors, managed to preserve any of its medieval buildings 

from the Great Fire and the Blitz. The late-fourteenth-century Hall 

and crypt, and the fifteenth-century Great Kitchen, still survive, but 

they are not easy to visit, and the entrance on Threadneedle Street 

gives no hint of what is inside.


Between about 1050 and 1400 over twenty religious communities, 

monasteries, priories, nunneries, abbeys, friaries and hospitals, 

were founded in and around the City of London, usually by wealthy 

or royal benefactors. The pre-Norman communities were Westminster 

Abbey, St Paul’s Cathedral and St Martin-le-Grand. Westminster 

Abbey has mysterious and partly fictional origins in the Saxon 

centuries, and was refounded by Edward the Confessor as a Benedictine 

abbey around 1050. St Paul’s Cathedral, which began as a 

wooden Saxon church in 604, was rebuilt after a fire in 1087, and 

the College of St Martin-le-Grand, now no more than a street name 

on the western edge of the City, was founded around 1056, and 

remained a place of power and influence – as well as a sanctuary for 

criminals – throughout the Middle Ages. In 1189 William II (Rufus) 

founded a Cluniac priory in Bermondsey, and in the twelfth century 

a growing fashion for founding communities associated with one or 

other of the great monastic orders led to the creation of monasteries 

and priories all around the City. There were three Augustinian 

foundations, St Mary Overie (1106, now Southwark Cathedral), 

Holy Trinity Priory (1108), and St Bartholomew Hospital and 

Priory (1123), and the crusading orders, the Hospitallers and the 

Templars, each established a London community in the middle of 

the century. Both of these knightly orders built a church with a 

round nave, in imitation of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 

Jerusalem. Jordan de Bricett, the wealthy landlord who paid for the 

Hospitallers’ Hospital or Priory of St John of Jerusalem in 1145,

also founded the Nunnery of St Mary Clerkenwell, just north of 

Clerkenwell Green, of which hardly anything now survives.


In the thirteenth century the new mendicant orders of friars 

settled in England, and established communities in London. The 

Greyfriars (Franciscans) settled at the western end of the walled 

City in 1225, the Whitefriars (Carmelites) and Austin Friars arrived 

in 1253, and the powerful Blackfriars (Dominicans), who enjoyed 

great royal favour, had the City walls moved west to accommodate 

their new friary in 1275. The Friars of the Holy Cross, or Crutched 

Friars, settled inside the City walls, north of the Tower, in 1296. 

There were no important new foundations after 1371, when the 

Carthusian monastery, Charterhouse, was built at the expense of 

the soldier and courtier Sir Walter de Manny, but monastic communities 

continued to be enlarged and rebuilt up to the early sixteenth 

century, funded by the generosity of rich benefactors and the wills 

of pious citizens.


By the 1530s, when Henry VIII took control of the national 

church and repudiated the authority of the Pope, there were 23 

religious communities in London, eleven inside the walls and the 

rest outside, in Southwark, Clerkenwell, Holborn, Westminster, 

Bermondsey and Stepney, occupying land with a growing commercial 

value. The King’s assault on the monastic system began with 

the seizure of one of the most venerable communities, Holy Trinity 

Priory, Aldgate, in 1532, progressed to the closure of the friaries in 

1538, and culminated in the 1539 Act of Dissolution, which led to 

the abolition of all the rest. Most of the monastic estates were sold 

or given to wealthy Londoners or royal favourites, and in many 

cases the medieval buildings were demolished and used as quarries 

for the secular buildings that replaced them. But the destruction 

was not complete. Some monastic hospitals and asylums were 

retained, under new management, because of their value to the City, 

and several monastic churches were saved because they were also 

used for parish worship. Some new owners decided to retain the old

buildings for their own use, and some monastic fragments were 

preserved because they were incorporated into the new buildings 

that replaced them. Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral 

were untouchable, because of their importance in national and 

royal life, though St Paul’s lost many of its surrounding auxiliary 

buildings.


Fire (especially the Great Fire of 1666), road-building, commercial 

redevelopment and the bombing of 1940–1 have removed 

much of what was saved after the Dissolution, but London’s 

monastic remnants are still impressive and numerous. To start with 

the grandest of all, Westminster Abbey not only survived intact, but 

many of the medieval buildings in its precincts are still there, some 

of them surviving from the original eleventh-century abbey, and 

others from its thirteenth-century rebuilding. The abbey is open to 

visitors every day but Sunday (worship only), but you must arrive 

before 3.45, or 1.45 on Saturdays and 6.00 on Wednesdays. See 

www.westminster-abbey.org for accurate information. Westminster 

Abbey has some of the finest medieval architecture in London and 

the monumental tombs of some of England’s greatest monarchs, 

including Edward the Confessor, who built the mid-eleventh-century 

abbey, and Henry III, who built most of the present abbey 

between 1246 and 1272, along with Edward I, Edward III, 

Richard II, Henry V, Henry VII (who built the wonderful Lady 

Chapel between 1503 and 1510), Elizabeth I and Mary I, ‘partners 

both in throne and grave’. Also, there are the tombs and memorials 

of some of the greatest figures in the arts, science and politics, and 

those of dozens of courtiers and aristocrats, who often built themselves 

more ostentatious monuments than their monarchs.


Some of the buildings in the abbey precinct are accessible to 

the public without a ticket. Beyond the west end of the abbey 

(the end furthest from Parliament), a little past the abbey shop, an 

archway on the left leads into Dean’s Yard, a large grassed square 

surrounded by medieval and later buildings. If you go left, you pass, 

at the next corner, part of what was once the abbot’s house, a large

medieval house built between the 1360s and the early sixteenth 

century. The entrance to the Great Cloister on this corner is the 

1360s parlour of the abbot’s house, but the rest of the house is 

inaccessible. For the moment, go right to see the east side of Dean’s 

Yard. The buildings you pass are the Cellarer’s Building, the 

Guesthouse and the Treasurer and Monk Bailiff’s hospice, all built 

about 1390. The entrance on the left is to Little Dean’s Yard and 

Westminster School, which has been in existence since the fourteenth 

century, and occupies abbey buildings of that date. It is never 

open to the general public. So go back a few metres to the northeast 

corner and go through the gateway into the Parlour and the 

Great Cloister. Go left and all round the Great Cloister, which was 

rebuilt in the mid-twelfth century (and again after a fire in 1298) 

following the shape, and sometimes using the walls, of Edward 

the Confessor’s cloister. This is rich in interesting memorials. 

In the middle of the third (eastern) side you will see the entrance to 

the octagonal Chapter House, one of the finest and most interesting 

rooms in London. In 1257, about seven years after its completion, 

the Chapter House was used by Henry III for meetings of his Great 

Council (the first ‘parliament’), and the early House of Commons 

usually met here between about 1350 and 1395. The building is 

notable for its very large tiled floor of c. 1255, and the wall paintings, 

dating from the decades around 1400.


As you leave through the vestibule of the Chapter House, take 

a look at the modest door with the uneven top on your left. This 

has been here since about 1050, making it the oldest door in 

England. After this, continue round the cloister to find the Chapel 

of the Pyx, a royal treasury or strongroom, with two immensely 

strong doors that were fitted after a burglary in 1303. A pyx was a 

small box containing examples of gold and silver coins, for testing. 

The chapel and the museum next door were originally two parts of 

the same room, the undercroft of the Dormitory, dating from around 

1066. The wall dividing them was built in the late twelfth century. 

The museum has interesting fragments of abbey masonry, the late-thirteenth-century Westminster Retable, the oldest altarpiece in 

England and the finest of its date in northern Europe. Much of the 

painting is damaged, but you can see scenes of Jesus’ miracles, and 

pictures of Mary, Jesus and various disciples. The altarpiece survived 

the destruction of such things in the Reformation and Civil War 

because it was used as the roof of a display case. The most striking 

exhibit is the set of wooden funeral effigies of Henry VII and several 

medieval queens, and wax effigies of William and Mary, Nelson and 

the Elder Pitt. Go left out of the museum and turn left to see the 

Little Cloister, a pretty garden surrounded by an arcade of 1680, on 

the site of the monastic infirmary. On the far side there are the ruins 

of the twelfth-century Infirmary Chapel of St Katherine. On Tuesday, 

Wednesday and Thursday the Little Cloister is the way into the 

Abbey Garden, which was first cultivated as the Infirmary garden in 

the eleventh century. On your left as you enter the garden are the 

fourteenth-century precinct walls of the abbey, and on your right is 

Lord Burlington’s 1720s dormitory building for Westminster School. 

The Great Cloister is open daily from 8.00 to 6.00, and the Chapter 

House, Pyx and museum are usually open from 10.30 to 4.00. The 

Abbey (or College) Garden is open on Tuesday, Wednesday and 

Thursday from 10.00 to 4.00 in winter and till 6.00 from April to 

September. The abbey website, www.westminster-abbey.org, has 

full details and an excellent guide. Westminster Hall and the Jewel 

Tower are described in Chapter Three.


The remnants of medieval St Paul’s are much thinner; even 

though substantial parts survived the Great Fire of 1666, they had 

to be demolished afterwards. If you walk round the outside of the 

cathedral, you will see that the lower walls, those of the crypt, are 

made from stone rescued from the earlier cathedral. In a garden next 

to the southern side of the nave there were some visible remains of 

the fourteenth-century chapter house, and work in 2004–6 exposed 

more fully the shape of this and the old cloister. This layout will 

probably be marked out in new stones when the garden is reopened, 

leaving the medieval ones buried for preservation.


All around the north-eastern part of the City, until the Dissolution 

in the late 1530s and the 1540s, there were large abbeys, 

priories, friaries and nunneries. Some of these have disappeared 

altogether, remembered only in street names and sometimes in the 

pattern of streets once within the monastic property. There is 

nothing left of St Martin-le-Grand, one of the most important 

medieval foundations, except the name of the street on which it 

stood. But walk a little further north-west, along Little Britain, 

where the church of St Botolph, the Anglo-Saxon patron saint of 

travellers, reminds us that one of the City gates, Aldersgate, was 

here until 1761, towards West Smithfield. Now you are entering 

the precincts of the Priory and Hospital of St Bartholomew the 

Great, founded by the courtier Rahere in 1123. Bartholomew Close 

and the tiny side-alleys running off it follow the course of the paths 

within the old precinct. On the left is the hospital, which was saved 

from the general destruction when Henry VIII agreed to refound it 

in 1546. His early-eighteenth-century statue stands over the entrance 

of the hospital in West Smithfield, commemorating his generous 

endowment in more ways than one. The hospital is medieval, but 

the buildings are not, except for the fifteenth-century tower and 

vestry of its church, St Bartholomew the Less.


But St Bartholomew the Great, on your right as Little Britain 

reaches West Smithfield, is another matter. This was the huge 

monastic church founded by Rahere in 1123. In the Reformation 

Henry yielded to the pleas of local churchgoers, and allowed them 

to keep the transept, choir and Lady Chapel as their parish church. 

The nave, except for its doorway and an eastern fragment, was 

demolished to make the present churchyard. You enter the churchyard 

through the original thirteenth-century doorway, which has a 

fine half-timbered house (1595) built over it. The church, which is 

usually open (for a fee of £4), is the finest Norman church in 

London. The transepts were reconstructed, smaller than the medieval 

originals, in the late nineteenth century, but the mighty columns 

and arches of the choir are twelfth century, and so is the monks’

ambulatory above them. The fourteenth-century Lady Chapel at the 

east end was used for houses and workshops until it was rescued 

and reconstructed by Aston Webb in the 1890s.


A few minutes’ walk away there is a more complete, though not 

grander, monastic remnant. Walking towards Smithfield Market, 

take the first right turn into Cloth Fair, a street which reminds us of 

the fair and market that was held in Smithfield from the twelfth 

century until 1855. Number 41 is a merchant’s house dating from 

the early seventeenth century, representing the transition from the 

timber-framed houses of the sixteenth century (of which the gatehouse 

of St Bartholomew is a good example) to the fashionable 

brick houses that became compulsory after 1666. Turn left next to 

the Rising Sun pub, and cross into Charterhouse Square, the site of 

one of the burial pits created after the Black Death of 1348, and 

then of the cemetery of the Carthusian monastery founded here by 

Sir Walter Manny in 1371. Unlike those who bought most of the 

London monasteries, the successive owners of Charterhouse after the 

Dissolution did not destroy the medieval buildings, but retained 

them for domestic and institutional use. In 1611 Sir Thomas Sutton 

bought the house and made it into a school for poor boys and a 

home or hospital for 80 poor gentlemen. The school moved out to 

Godalming in 1872, but 40 pensioners still live here.


The Blitz destroyed many of the monastic buildings, but if you 

visit Charterhouse on a Wednesday during the spring and summer, 

you will be able (for a fee) to see the buildings that survived or 

were restored, including the seventeenth-century library and Great 

Hall, and the fourteenth-century Chapter House, now a chapel. The 

tour information line is 020 7251 5002. If Charterhouse is closed 

go a few metres past (not through) its main gate and look through 

the railings. You can see the fenced tomb of the founder, Walter 

Manny, and the wall of the chapel (the Chapter House) ahead of 

you, and that of the master’s court, the mansion built by the 

new owners in the sixteenth century, to the left. The top of the

chapel tower, which you can see behind the chapel, was built in 

1613.


Leave Charterhouse Square by Charterhouse Street, to the west, 

and turn right to take St John’s Street, and then a left fork into St 

John’s Lane, going north into Clerkenwell. After about 200 metres 

you will come to the gatehouse (built in 1504) leading into another 

of London’s lost religious houses, the Priory or Hospital of St John 

of Jerusalem. This was founded in 1144 by the wealthy Suffolk 

landlord Jordan de Bricett as a community for the Knights Hospitaller, 

a crusading order dedicated to the care of sick and injured 

pilgrims. The precinct covered about six acres, between St John 

Street and Clerkenwell Green, and Turnmill Street and Cowcross 

Street. Like the Knights Templar, the Hospitallers built themselves a 

church with a round nave, but unlike the Templars’ church that of 

the Hospitallers no longer survives. After nearly six hundred years 

of misfortune, starting with its destruction in the Peasants’ Revolt of 

1381 and ending with further damage in the Blitz, little remains 

of the old church above ground, though the outline of its nave is 

marked in St John’s Square, which is reached by crossing Clerkenwell 

Road. But underground two twelfth-century crypts survive, one 

from about 1150, when the first church was built, and another from 

1185, when the choir was enlarged. The contrast between the 

semicircular vaults of the first choir and the rib vaulting and pointed 

arches of the second shows the transition from the Norman to the 

early Gothic style that was taking place in these years.


Inside the church there are some good sixteenth-century monuments, 

including an alabaster effigy of a Knight of St John, with his 

son or page, brought from Valladolid in 1914 and (according to 

Pevsner) ‘of a quality unsurpassed in London or England’. The Hospitallers’ 

crypts are entered just by the Tudor gatehouse, and the 

gatehouse itself, which was once a coffee house run by William 

Hogarth’s father, has a museum of the history of the order. The priory 

and museum are open every day except Sundays and bank holiday

weekends, and there are guided tours on Tuesdays, Fridays and 

Saturdays at 11.00 and 2.30. See www.sja.org.uk/museum for details.


Jordan de Bricett’s other foundation in the 1140s, the nunnery 

of St Mary Clerkenwell, was directly north of the priory, and could 

be reached from St John’s Square by going north through Jerusalem 

Passage. Hardly anything remains of the medieval buildings, except 

for the footings of the cloister walk in the gardens of St James’ 

church, which was built in the 1780s on the site of the nunnery 

choir. But the area north of Clerkenwell Green still carries the 

imprint of the nunnery in the pattern of its streets. The meandering 

path of Clerkenwell Close follows the outlines of the nunnery 

buildings, and arrives eventually at Sans Walk, where Museum of 

London archaeologists found walls, trenches, paths and rubbish pits 

belonging to the medieval nunnery. As you wander these little 

streets and alleys, you might stop for a drink at the early-nineteenth-century 

Horseshoe pub in Clerkenwell Close, or look at the 

1830s–40s Sekforde estate (Sekforde and Woodbridge Streets) 

and the 1883 Peabody blocks of Pear Tree Court, two contrasting 

solutions to the homelessness created by local slum clearance. The 

car park and little playground on Corporation Row are all that is 

left of Spa Fields, where radicals and rioters used to gather.





*





There are monasteries and friaries in London that seem to have been 

completely destroyed but of which tantalizing fragments remain 

which the careful urban explorer can find. Elsing Spital, a small 

Augustinian hospital for the blind, was the only London community 

dissolved under the earlier Dissolution Act of 1536. Its priory 

church, built against the Roman wall, was retained as a parish 

church, St Alphage London Wall. Most of the church was rebuilt in 

the 1770s and demolished in 1923, and the ruin we see today – 

the early-fourteenth-century tower and north transept – is all that 

survived the Blitz. It can be seen from the highwalk above London 

Wall, near Wood Street, or from the road below.


Holy Trinity Priory, Aldgate, was one of the oldest and most 

distinguished communities in medieval London, but it was also the 

first to be dissolved by Henry VIII. It was seized in 1532 and sold 

to his Lord Chancellor, Lord Audley, who demolished most of it for 

building material. In the little streets and courts to the north of 

Leadenhall Street we can still see the shape of the vanished priory. 

Bury Street and the southern part of Creechurch Lane follow the 

boundary between the priory and the mansion of the Abbot of Bury 

St Edmunds, Mitre Square (the site of one of the Jack the Ripper 

murders in 1888) occupies the site of the old cloisters, and Mitre 

Street marks the centre of the priory church. Creechurch Place is 

where the priory’s outer court used to be, and Duke’s Place, nearby, 

is named after Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, who inherited 

the house built on the site of the priory by Thomas Audley in the 

1530s. The destruction of Holy Trinity Priory was not quite 

complete. In the lobby and basement of an office building, 76 

Leadenhall Street, on the corner of Mitre Street, there is a tall arch 

(c. 1400) from the choir of the Augustinian church, with some 

twelfth-century traces. Some of the foundations of the south wall 

and south transept of the twelfth-century church were also found, 

and are in a room off the foyer.


Blackfriars, one of the greatest and most important of the 

friaries, is almost completely gone, but you can find traces if you 

take Pageantmaster Court, a small turning off Ludgate Hill, on 

your right as you walk towards St Paul’s. Go ahead into Ludgate 

Broadway and Blackfriars Lane to find Apothecaries’ Hall. This 

beautiful hall was built on the site of the demolished friary after 

the Great Fire, and incorporates parts of the medieval guesthouse, 

some of them only visible from the inside. Just past the Hall, take 

Playhouse Yard (named from James and Richard Burbage’s theatre 

built in the friary in 1596) to Ireland Yard, and turn right into a 

little courtyard, which was the site of the Principal’s Hall. Return to 

Playhouse Yard and turn right into Church Entry, which follows 

the line of the passage between the choir and nave of the Dominican

church. The old burial ground on your left occupies the site of the 

nave of the old church. There is another piece of the church (a 

column and part of the choir wall) in St Dominic church, Camden 

Town, to which it was moved in 1925.


Bermondsey Priory (which became a Benedictine abbey in the 

fourteenth century) fared no better. Most of it was demolished by 

Sir Thomas Pope in 1540 to make way for his own mansion. The 

buildings that he retained, including the gatehouse and cloister, 

mostly vanished when Pope’s mansion was pulled down in the 

nineteenth century, and now only a part of the gatehouse, incorporated 

into three houses, remains at numbers 5, 6 and 7 Grange Walk 

(between Abbey Street and Grange Road). The grange was the 

abbey farm. The abbey church stood roughly where Abbey Street 

meets Tower Bridge Road, and the square near this junction, 

Bermondsey Square, occupies the site of the inner court, which lies 

just below the modern road surface. Recent excavations in this area 

have exposed some of the remaining walls of the abbey, and clarified 

its size and plan, but there is not much here for the public to see.


To the west of Blackfriars the Carmelites, or Whitefriars, had 

their community from about 1253 to 1539. Nothing remains now 

except for a fourteenth-century vaulted undercroft, which can be 

seen under the Freshfields office building in Bouverie Street, off 

Fleet Street. Take Magpie Alley, on the left, and follow the steps 

down to the cellar level, where the medieval remnant is displayed 

behind a glass screen. The crypt is not where it was or what it was, 

since it was moved westward in the 1980s and now seems to have 

more nineteenth-century brickwork than fourteenth-century stonework. 

The interior is too dark to see.


The medieval remains left by the Templars, the crusading order 

which occupied the next riverside site to the west from 1160 to 

1312, are much more impressive. Walking west along Fleet Street, 

turn left through the Inner Temple gateway opposite Chancery 

Lane into Inner Temple Lane, under the fine Jacobean building 

(1610–11) which contains the beautiful chamber known as Prince

Henry’s Room. Shortly, you will come to the magnificent late 

Norman and Gothic Temple Church of St Mary. The round part of 

the church is the nave, which was built around 1160, when the 

Norman style was just beginning to give way to the Gothic. The 

chancel, the rectangular area that now has seating in it, was built 

between 1220 and 1240, replacing an earlier chancel of which only 

a crypt remains. The whole building has been much restored over 

the centuries, especially in the nineteenth century and after severe 

bomb damage in 1941. Much of the internal and external stonework 

has been renewed, along with the windows and the round wooden 

roof of the nave, but this is still an impressive and beautiful building.


The large piers in the nave represent the first known use of Purbeck 

marble in London, and the famous thirteenth-century effigies 

of knights, though sadly damaged in the Blitz, are of great interest. 

The men they depict, leading supporters of the Templars, were some 

of the greatest figures in early medieval London: Geoffrey de 

Mandeville (died 1144), Constable of the Tower of London and 

betrayer of King Stephen and the Empress Matilda; William Marshal 

(died 1219), right-hand man of Kings Richard I and John, and 

regent of England in 1216; and his son William Marshal (died 

1231), one of the leading baronial supporters of Henry III. The 

only other surviving medieval building in the Temple is the fourteenth-century buttery, a remnant of the old Inner Temple Hall, the 

rest of which was demolished in 1865. You will find it by taking 

the path from Church Court (outside the church) into Elm Court, 

to the south-west. This is also the way to reach the other great 

treasure of the Temple, the Middle Temple Hall (1562–70), a 

wonderful Elizabethan hall and the only remaining place in London 

where one of Shakespeare’s plays was performed in his lifetime. 

Elizabeth I saw the first recorded performance of Twelfth Night here, 

perhaps with Shakespeare in the cast, in 1602.


The church of the Austin Friars, which was spared after the 

Dissolution for the use of Dutch Protestants in London, was 

destroyed by a direct hit in 1940, and has been replaced by a

modern church. Christchurch, Newgate Street, which was originally 

the chancel of the huge church of the Greyfriars (Franciscans), 

was rebuilt after the Great Fire by Wren, and ruined in the Blitz. 

The beautiful tower, built around 1700, remains, and parts of the 

remaining walls incorporate some medieval stonework. This leaves 

St Helen Bishopsgate as the only church within the City walls 

which once belonged to a medieval religious community. Great St 

Helen was the church of a Benedictine nunnery (founded just after 

1200) and survived the Dissolution because it was attached to a 

twelfth-century parish church. That is why the church has two 

naves and an unusually wide and open interior. The church escaped 

the Great Fire, because the blaze did not spread into the north-eastern 

section of the City, and was damaged but not destroyed 

by IRA bombs in 1992 and 1993. The outside walls of the church 

bear the marks of over eight hundred years of history. There are 

sections of twelfth-century stonework on the south wall of the nave 

(near its corner with the one remaining transept), and the west and 

north walls (and much of the east wall) are thirteenth century. The 

scars and patches represent centuries of additions, demolitions and 

amendments, windows added and filled in, and repairs after bomb 

damage. Inside, this fascinating variety of styles and materials has 

been rather obscured by the new paving, rendering and repainting 

inflicted on the church after the recent bombs. The remains of a 

fifteenth-century arcade mark the division between the nunnery 

church, to the north, and the parish church, with a transept with a 

seventeenth-century Gothic window.


There is some beautiful woodwork in the church – a pulpit and 

a marvellous doorcase in the Inigo Jones style (inscribed ‘the Gate of 

Heaven’), both probably 1630s, against the south wall, and another 

doorway, reflecting different early-seventeenth-century styles, in the 

transept, and thirteen fifteenth-century choir stalls. The roof, unusually 

for a City church, is partly original, and the church has a fine 

collection of medieval and pre-Fire monuments and fifteenth-century 

brasses. Near the transept, look for the tomb chest and effigy of Sir

John Crosby (died 1475), merchant, MP and alderman, whose great 

mansion was located nearby until it was moved to Chelsea, where it 

still stands. Two important Elizabethan Londoners are buried here 

in impressive tombs, Sir Thomas Gresham (died 1579), the founder 

of Gresham College and the Royal Exchange, and Sir William 

Pickering (died 1575), a courtier, diplomat and lieutenant of London. 

The church is open every morning, from Monday to Friday.


The City of London was once staggeringly rich in churches. In 

1173 William FitzStephen reckoned that there were 139 churches 

in the City and its immediate surroundings. The Reformation, the 

Great Fire (and other fires), deliberate demolition, and bombing 

have reduced the number (depending on definitions) to about thirty-nine. 

Some of the best survivors are in the eastern part of the City, 

part of which escaped the Great Fire. A short walk from St Helen 

Bishopsgate will take you to five medieval or partly medieval parish 

churches. First, you could go north to Bishopsgate to see the little 

fourteenth-century church of St Ethelburga, rebuilt now as a replica 

of what it was before the IRA destroyed it in 1993, a simple little 

late-medieval parish church. It is open between 11.00 and 3.00 

every Friday. Then go back past St Helen to the junction of St Mary 

Axe and Leadenhall Street, to see St Andrew Undershaft, which was 

rebuilt in the 1520s, just before the Reformation, and still has a 

fifteenth-century tower. Inside, if you find the church open, there is 

seventeenth-century stained glass (though much was lost to IRA 

attacks in 1992 and 1993) and some good sixteenth- and seventeenth-century monuments. For lovers of London’s history, the most 

important of these is the tomb of London’s first great historian, John 

Stow (1525?–1605), which has an effigy of the scholar, sitting at 

his desk holding a quill pen, which is renewed by the Lord Mayor 

in an annual ceremony on 5 April.


Cross Leadenhall and go left (east), turn down Billiter Street 

and Mark Lane, go past the fifteenth-century tower of All Hallows 

Staining, and turn left into Hart Street to find the lovely little church 

of St Olave. This was the parish church of Samuel Pepys (‘our own

church’), who is buried there, along with his poor wife, Elizabeth, 

who looks down from above the altar. The tower and most of the 

church were rebuilt in the mid-fifteenth century, but the crypt and 

part of the west end date from 1270. The church is usually open on 

weekdays, but if it is shut the churchyard and the grim gateway on 

Seething Lane (a rare piece of 1650s churchwork) are still worth a 

look. Continue down Seething Lane and cross Byward Street (there 

is an underpass) to reach All Hallows Barking, so named from its 

association with Barking Abbey. This largely fifteenth-century church 

was ruined in the Blitz and rebuilt in the 1950s, but the bombing 

revealed London’s oldest churchwork, a section of Saxon wall and 

arch at the west end of the church, now thought to be eleventh 

century. There are other medieval remnants in the church, including 

a tiled floor and the fourteenth-century crypt, which can be visited.


Southwark Cathedral, just across London Bridge, was until 

1905 the church of St Saviour and St Mary Overie (over the 

water), and began life in the early twelfth century as the church of 

the Augustinian priory of St Mary Overie. There are remains of the 

Norman church in the covered passageway along the north side of 

the church and inside, in a doorway in the north wall of the nave 

and in the east chapel of the north transept. Most of the church is 

the result of rebuilding after a fire in 1212, except for the nave, 

which was demolished in 1838 and rebuilt in 1839 and again in 

the 1890s. Externally, the most striking feature of Southwark 

Cathedral is its beautiful fourteenth- and fifteenth-century tower. 

Inside, the most interesting parts of the cathedral are its thirteenth-century 

choir and retrochoir (east of the altar) with beautiful tracery, 

its transepts, and the crossing, with a ceiling composed of bosses 

from the demolished medieval nave. Of the many tombs and 

monuments, the best are the painted (and repainted) tomb of the 

writer John Gower (died 1408), a contemporary of Chaucer, in 

the north aisle, the allegorical Austin monument of 1633 in the 

north transept, the tombs of John Trehearne (‘Gentleman Portar to 

James I’) and Alderman Richard Humble (and family) in the north

choir aisle, and the tomb of the saintly Bishop Lancelot Andrewes 

of Winchester (died 1626) in the south choir aisle. There is a plaque 

to the Bohemian engraver Wenceslaus Hollar (1607–77), who drew 

some of the finest views of London from the vantage point of this 

church, on a pillar in the south aisle.


In the choir of the cathedral there is a rather battered model 

showing the church and its surrounding buildings before the 

destruction of the priory. Most of the buildings shown are long 

gone, but if you walk west from the cathedral, passing the ancient 

landing place, St Mary Overy Dock, on your right, and walk a few 

metres along Clink Street, you will see on the left the remains of 

Winchester Palace, the bishop’s town house. What remains are the 

foundations and lower walls of the great hall of the palace, together 

with the west wall of the hall, with its beautiful rose window. This, 

according to Pevsner, is unique in design, and appears to be early 

fourteenth century. The palace was occupied by Bishop Andrewes 

until 1626, but was used as a prison in the Civil War, and was in 

such a bad state in 1660 that the new bishop had it converted into 

tenements and found a new house in Chelsea. Over time the palace 

buildings were consumed by the cheap domestic and commercial 

buildings that were built in the grounds, and the wall with the rose 

window was only rediscovered after a fire in 1814. Until the 1970s 

it did duty as the east wall of a warehouse. The palace courtyard is 

now Winchester Square, just behind the great hall. A little further 

along Clink Street you will find a faded plaque explaining that this 

is the site of the bishop’s prison, whose name, the Clink, has been 

used as a colloquial term for jails in general.


Winchester Palace is a remnant of one of the many mansions 

that important barons and churchmen owned in medieval London 

to keep in touch with the centre of power and patronage. Lambeth 

Palace, the Archbishop of Canterbury’s house across the river 

from the royal Palace of Westminster, is the outstanding surviving 

example. Oliver Cromwell, Victorian restorers and Adolf Hitler 

have done their work on Lambeth Palace, but what is left is a large

and interesting domestic building which includes structures added 

by some of the greatest medieval, Tudor and seventeenth-century 

archbishops. The red brick gatehouse was built around 1495 by 

Archbishop John Morton, Henry VII’s Lord Chancellor and tax 

collector (who caught potential taxpayers in the two prongs of 

‘Morton’s Fork’). The late-fourteenth-century church next to it, St 

Mary’s, is now a museum of garden history, and three Tradescants, 

the great seventeenth-century gardeners and botanists, are buried in 

its churchyard. The fine red brick hall of the palace, which you can 

see, with its pretty golden lantern and weathervane, behind the 

gatehouse, was rebuilt by Archbishop Juxon in the Gothic style in 

the 1660s after its destruction in the 1650s, and is now the library. 

The early-thirteenth-century chapel, though gutted in the Blitz and 

restored in the 1950s, has some good medieval features and a 

vaulted undercroft which dates back to the 1220s, when the great 

scholar and statesman Stephen Langton was archbishop. The chapel 

connects the four-storey ragstone and red brick Water Tower or 

Lollards’ Tower, finished by Archbishop Chichele in 1435, which 

is on the roadside, with the sixteenth-century brick tower, which is 

known as Cranmer’s Tower, after the archbishop who guided the 

Protestant Reformation under Henry VIII and Edward VI. Until 

2000 we could only see these buildings from the road outside, but 

now, thanks to Archbishop Carey, it is possible to get permission to 

see parts of the palace or to work in the library.


There is another survivor of the great medieval episcopal palaces 

a few metres from Holborn Circus. The Bishop of Ely had his 

London mansion in Ely Place, and much of it, including its great 

hall, cloister and gatehouse, lasted into the eighteenth century. All 

that is left now is the late-thirteenth-century chapel, which survived 

first as a Welsh chapel, and then (from 1873) as a Catholic church, 

St Etheldreda. The church is on two storeys, an upper chapel with 

five bays, well-restored tracery and windows and arches in the late-thirteenth-century Gothic style, and a simpler but equally impressive 

crypt, which is usually open. If all this medievalism has made you

thirsty, try the Old Mitre, an eighteenth-century pub in Ely Court, 

a little alley a few yards from the church.


Crypts often survived when churches were destroyed by fire 

or bombs, and there are two that are especially worth a visit. 

St Mary-le-Bow, the only surviving church on Cheapside, was destroyed 

in 1666 and ruined by bombing in 1941, but its wonderful 

crypt survives. The crypt was built by William the Conqueror’s 

Archbishop of Canterbury, Lanfranc, in the 1080s as his London 

headquarters, and it is still the meeting place of the ancient Court of 

Arches (named from the arches or bows in the crypt) and the place 

where newly elected diocesan bishops take their oath of allegiance 

before the archbishop. The crypt is London’s oldest church room, 

rivalled in antiquity only by the Chapel of St John in the White 

Tower of the Tower of London, which was built around the same 

time. The nave and north aisle of the crypt are now used as a 

restaurant, but you will get a better sense of the medieval building 

if you enter the south aisle by going down the steps on the outer 

wall of the church, near the statue of John Smith.


The second important City crypt is that of St Bride’s, which is 

near Ludgate Circus, set back from Fleet Street. Like St Mary-le-Bow, St Bride was destroyed in 1666 and ruined in the Blitz, but 

the second destruction made it possible for archaeologists, led by 

Professor William Grimes, to expose the history of the site, and the 

many rebuildings and enlargements of the church since the Saxons 

first built here, perhaps as early as the sixth century. The crypt is 

now a museum, and in it you can see remains of a Roman villa, 

Saxon, Norman and several medieval churches, as well as part of 

Wren’s present building. There could hardly be a better practical 

demonstration of London’s continuity and regeneration, or of its 

land as a palimpsest, a slate written on and wiped (almost) clean 

over and over again.


Above their crypts, St Bride and St Mary-le-Bow, beautiful as 

they look, are a little disappointing because they were gutted, like 

most City churches, during the Second World War. To see some

Wren churches that still look more or less as he meant them to, 

without Victorian redesign or excessive war damage, go to St Mary 

Aldermary, St James Garlickhythe, St Mary Abchurch and St Mary-at-Hill, which are all a short walk from each other. Starting at St 

Mary-le-Bow, walk down Bow Lane and left into Watling Street. 

St Mary Aldermary, with its lovely fan-vaulted ceiling, is regarded 

(by Pevsner) as one of the two most important late-seventeenth-century 

Gothic churches in England. It is open Monday, Wednesday 

and Thursday from 11.00 to 3.00. Go back to Bow Lane and follow 

it directly south to find Garlick Hill, which leads down to St James 

Garlickhythe. This is full of fine workmanship by Wren’s craftsmen 

– stalls, pews, sword rests, hat stands, font, pulpit, staircase, gallery 

and organ case. It is open Tuesday to Thursday, 10.00 to 3.00.


Now follow Skinners Lane and College Street to Dowgate Hill, 

passing three fine livery company halls, the Innholders, Skinners 

and Dyers, on the way. Go left, then right, into Cannon Street, and 

left into Abchurch Lane, to find St Mary Abchurch in a quiet square 

that was once its churchyard. Though the church was badly 

damaged in the Blitz it still has its unusual painted dome and a 

wonderful reredos by Grinling Gibbons, reassembled like a huge 

jigsaw after the war. There is some very fine 1670s and 1680s 

woodwork, and a gilded copper pelican that was once the church’s 

weathervane. The church is only open on Tuesdays, 11.00 to 3.00, 

but there are services on Wednesdays at 12.30 and Thursdays at 

6.00. Phone 020 7626 0306 for details. Then return to Cannon 

Street, continue east into Eastcheap, and turn right into St Mary-at-Hill, to find the church of that name. This is a medieval church 

repaired and redesigned by Wren in the 1670s to an unusual 

square Byzantine plan. It had a fine collection of late-seventeenth-century 

woodwork until a serious fire in 1988, but much was 

rescued and is gradually being reinstated. The ceiling, west screen 

and gallery have been restored, but the box pews and reredos are 

still in store. It is open Monday to Friday, 11.00 to 4.00. Details of

all the City churches can be found on the website of the Friends of 

the City Churches, www.london-city-churches.org.uk.





*





We hear a great deal about the City of London churches, but very 

little about London’s other great collection of wonderful churches, 

scattered throughout its outer suburbs. As the capital expanded it 

absorbed many existing towns and villages which had their own 

churches, many of which have survived while other medieval 

buildings have been lost. Most of these were built in the twelfth 

or thirteenth century, sometimes replacing simple wooden Saxon 

churches, and extended by the addition of side aisles, chancels (the 

area reserved for the officiating clergy, at the eastern end of the 

church), chapels and towers later in the Middle Ages. Most of 

these churches were repaired and restored in the nineteenth century, 

sometimes undoing centuries of neglect, and often overlaying 

original structures with features that Victorians thought a medieval 

church ought to have. Nevertheless, many are still worth the trouble 

of a trip to a distant suburb, especially if this is combined with a 

visit to other interesting buildings in the neighbourhood. Nowadays, 

parish churches are often shut, so it is worth contacting the parish 

office ahead of your journey or going to a Sunday service.


Sometimes, apparently dull commercial or residential districts in 

outer London have an old village or an old parish church hidden 

and half forgotten in their centre. In east London, for instance, there 

are medieval churches in Barking, Stepney, East and West Ham, 

Walthamstow, Ilford, Dagenham, Hornchurch, Upminster and Bow. 

St Mary’s in Little Ilford is a charming little twelfth-century church, 

with some good seventeenth- and eighteenth-century monuments, 

and St Mary’s Walthamstow, a medieval church badly battered by 

centuries of restorers and improvers, has a fine collection of tombs 

and monuments, showing that it served a wealthy rural community 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is in Vinegar Alley, in

the interesting old village of Walthamstow, which you reach by 

taking Church Hill from Hoe Street, near Walthamstow Central 

station. The Monoux almshouses in Vinegar Alley date back to the 

sixteenth century, though the apparently Elizabethan part was 

rebuilt in 1955 after war damage. In Church Lane, near the 

churchyard, the Ancient House lives up to its name. The timber-framed 

hall house was built in the fifteenth century, and restored in 

2001–2. St Mary Magdalene in East Ham is a complete twelfth-century 

Norman church with a thirteenth-century tower and wall 

paintings damaged by whitewashing in the 1960s. The church has 

three Norman windows, an early-twelfth-century apse (at the eastern 

end of the church) with thirteenth-century wall paintings and a very 

rare Norman timber roof, exposed and unaltered. It is in a wild 

park-sized churchyard (the biggest in England) at the corner of 

High Street South and Newham Way, half a mile from the Beckton 

terminus of the Docklands Light Railway. To arrange a visit, you 

could call the parish office on 020 8470 0011.


Barking lost its abbey in 1541, but a few remnants survived, 

including the two-storied fifteenth-century East Gate or Curfew 

Tower, which now stands at the entrance of the parish churchyard. 

The present parish church, St Margaret, is a large fourteenth- and 

fifteenth-century building rather spoiled by eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century restoration work. It has plenty of old and interesting 

monuments inside, including the 1328 tomb of the first vicar 

of Barking, the lovely 1625 tomb of Sir Charles Montague, a fine 

naval tribute to John Bennett, a sea captain who died in 1705, and 

the tomb of the nicely named Sir Crisp Gascoyne (1700–61), the 

first Lord Mayor of London to occupy the Mansion House, and 

Bamber’s forefather. The church and the abbey remains are between 

Abbey Road and Broadway, a short walk from Barking station. 

Hornchurch’s parish church, St Andrew, still has a horned bull’s 

head (in stone and copper) on its outer east wall, continuing a 

tradition that seems to have begun before 1222, and which gave 

the village its name. The present church was rebuilt in the thirteenth

century, and improved by William of Wyckham, founder of New 

College, Oxford, after 1400. The nave is thirteenth century, with a 

fine fifteenth-century roof, and the tower and spire (once a beacon 

for shipping) are fifteenth century. Even Dagenham has a thirteenth-century 

parish church, St Peter and St Paul, nestling between the 

vast Becontree housing estate and the Ford factory, though much of 

it was rebuilt when the tower collapsed in 1800. There are good 

monuments, including the Urswyck family’s brass, in the fifteenth-century 

north chapel. If you have ventured so far east, you might go 

a little further, beyond the Metropolitan Police District, where 

Rainham has one of the best Norman churches in the London area. 

St Helen and St Giles was built by Richard de Lucy, Henry II’s 

Justiciar and son-in-law, in 1178, and thanks to skilful restoration 

in 1897 it still looks like a Norman church, with some later 

medieval additions. There is some medieval wall painting in the 

nave and chancel, and a drawing of a boat done by a graffiti artist 

around 1500. If you visit the church on a Wednesday or Saturday 

afternoon, you might be able also to visit Rainham Hall, a fine 

house built for a merchant and shipowner in 1729.


All Saints, West Ham, which is on Church Street, off West Ham 

Lane, is a medieval church, was begun in the twelfth century, altered 

and enlarged in the later Middle Ages, and restored in the 1840s. 

The nave is thirteenth century, the tower is fifteenth century, and 

the church is full of good sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

monuments. St Mary, Bow, which is in the middle of the noisy Bow 

Road as it approaches the Blackwall Tunnel Northern Approach and 

the Lea, is an altered and repaired fifteenth-century church which 

was saved from destruction in 1896 by the Society for the Protection 

of Ancient Buildings. It is the last standing reminder of the medieval 

riverside village of Bow. The other medieval church in Tower 

Hamlets, St Dunstan and All Saints in Stepney High Street, is a 

much more important and impressive building. Restoration has given 

it a Victorian appearance, but in essence it is a very large fifteenth-century 

Perpendicular (English Gothic) church with some thirteenth- and fourteenth-century remnants in the chancel. Near the altar, the 

survival of a weather-worn carved Saxon stone panel showing the 

crucifixion seems to support the story that the church was built by 

St Dunstan, Abbot of Glastonbury and future Archbishop of Canterbury, 

in 952. The profusion of monuments to the prominent citizens 

of pre-industrial Stepney is a reminder that this was not always a 

working-class suburb in which wealthy Londoners would not want 

to be seen dead.


In north London, St Pancras has an exceptionally old church, 

in Pancras Road, north of the station. Early-nineteenth-century 

restoration in the Romanesque style makes it hard to spot the real 

Norman work, but its early-seventh-century altar stone shows its 

great antiquity, and there are visible remnants of the old church in 

the nave and chancel. The burial ground outside the church is worth 

visiting for Sir John Soane’s fantastic monument to his wife Elizabeth, 

as well as the plain tomb of William Godwin and Mary 

Wollstonecraft, pioneers of the rights of men and women. Enfield, a 

country town on the Lea until late-Victorian London engulfed it, 

has the fine medieval church of St Andrew in its marketplace, dating 

back at least to 1200. The walls at the east end, behind the chancel, 

are thirteenth century, the tower and nave are fourteenth century, 

and the north aisle is fifteenth century. The tomb of Lady Tiptoft 

(died 1446) is fine, and so is that of the Lord Mayor of London, 

Sir Nicholas Raynton (died 1646), and his family. Raynton built 

Forty Hall, one of London’s great Jacobean houses, which, together 

with the church, makes the long trip to Enfield worthwhile. It 

is open Wednesdays to Sundays, 11.00 to 4.00. Not far away, 

St Mary’s in East Barnet (in Church Hill Road) is a plain and well-preserved 

Norman church which was built by St Albans Abbey, but 

the Norman features of St James, Friern Barnet’s twelfth-century 

church (in Friern Barnet Lane), are rather lost amid the 1850 rebuilding. 

All Saints in Church Street, Edmonton, is a fifteenth-century 

church, well restored in the 1880s, with plenty of good sixteenth-, 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century monuments.


Waltham Abbey, on the River Lea near the north-eastern corner 

of the Metropolitan Police District, is one of the best medieval sites 

in Greater London. The abbey was dissolved in 1540, but the nave 

of its huge Norman church was saved from demolition, and survived 

as a parish church. The church existed in 1030, and was rebuilt in 

the 1050s by Harold, later King of England. Most of the church, 

including the present nave, was rebuilt in the twelfth century by 

Henry II, who also founded the abbey here. What survives today 

is the 33-metre Norman nave, a 1345 south chapel, a tower built in 

the 1550s when the medieval tower collapsed, a Lady Chapel and 

undercroft of 1345, and a wealth of medieval and later monuments.


Outside, there are remains of the late-twelfth-century cloisters, 

the supposed burial place of King Harold and a late-fourteenth-century 

abbey gatehouse and bridge, north of the church. While 

you are here, you should look at the marketplace and Sun Street, 

both of which were originally laid out by the abbey around 1200. 

There are some good old pubs and some Tudor houses, including 

number 41, now Epping Forest Museum, open Friday to Tuesday 

afternoons, without charge. Finally, if you walk back to the church 

and past Waltham Cross station along Eleanor Cross Road, you will 

eventually come to the cross that gave the town its name. When 

Edward I carried his wife Eleanor of Castile’s body from Lincoln to 

Westminster in December 1290 he marked her twelve stopping 

places with huge and elaborate crosses. Only three survive, and one 

of these is at Waltham. Careful restoration means that little or 

nothing of the thirteenth-century stone survives, but three of the 

original statues of the queen are in the Victoria and Albert Museum. 

The cross outside Charing Cross station was made in the 1860s, but 

Eleanor’s wonderful tomb is still in Westminster Abbey. Waltham 

Cross station is about 30 minutes from Liverpool Street, but there is 

still some walking to do when you get there.


In suburban west London, where dozens of villages and country 

towns were absorbed into Greater London between 1880 and 1939, 

there are many medieval churches, some of which have not been

overwhelmed by later additions. In the borough of Brent there are 

medieval churches in Kingsbury and Willesden. St Andrew, in Old 

Church Lane, Kingsbury, the oldest building in Brent, is a simple 

twelfth-century church, restored in the 1880s, and now no longer 

used for worship. It incorporates some Roman building materials, 

and in the churchyard there are the remains of medieval earthworks. 

The church of St Mary, Neasden Lane, is almost the only remnant 

of old Willesden. Restoration has obscured the medieval nave and 

chancel, but the tower dates from 1400, the south door is a little 

earlier, and the Norman font is a rarity. In the borough of Harrow 

there are medieval churches in Pinner and Harrow-on-the-Hill. St 

John the Baptist on Church Lane, Pinner, is a simple fourteenth-century 

church with a fifteenth-century tower and east window, and 

a Victorian roof and south aisle. A short and pleasant walk from the 

church, in Moss Lane, stands one of the best medieval farmhouses 

in Greater London, East End Farm Cottage. In the fifteenth century 

this was an open hall building with a central hearth, but in the next 

two centuries the house was modernized and divided by walls 

and floors to meet changing demands for privacy and domestic 

segregation. One of these internal walls was painted with a large 

hunting scene, and parts of this still exist, a unique survival in 

Greater London. The house is privately owned and occupied, but may 

be open to visitors on some occasions, including the annual Open 

House weekend in September. It is well described in its website, 

www.eastendfarmcottage.com. St Mary on Church Hill, Harrow-on-the-Hill, is an interesting and important church. It was founded and 

consecrated by two eleventh-century Archbishops of Canterbury, 

Lanfranc and St Anselm, and rebuilt in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries. The lower part of the tower dates from about 1140; the 

nave, like the transepts, is thirteenth century with a fifteenth-century 

roof, the Purbeck marble font is Norman, and there are many old 

brasses in the church, dating from between 1370 and 1600.
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