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      Would I were in an alehouse in London! I would give all my fame for a pot of ale, and safety.




      (William Shakespeare, 1564–1616, Henry V)




      Were I to choose a place to die in, it should be an inn. It looks like a pilgrim going home, to whom the world was all an inn, who was weary of the noise and confusion of

      it.




      (Archbishop Robert Leighton, 1611–84,


      who had his wish granted and died in a London inn)




      The Public House represents what should be the hub of our wheel of Life, essential to our material need and second only to the Church that stands and represents our

      spiritual necessity. The Church is to the spirit as the Inn is to the flesh and, if good and well designed, they baulk the Devil himself.




      (Sir Edwin Lutyens, 1869–1944)
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    The George Inn, circa 1870.
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    The George Inn, 2012.
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    The George Inn in all its glory – ground-floor plan from 1849.
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    The somewhat reduced but still impressive George Inn today – ground-floor plan from 2009.
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  PROLOGUE: CONCERNING SCANDAL, MURDER, SMUGGLING, HIGHWAYMEN, COFFEE, &C.
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          Or to some coffeehouse I stray




          For news, the manna of a day,




          And from the hipp’d discourses gather




          That politics go by the weather;




          Then seek good humour’d tavern chums,




          And play at cards, but for small sums;




          Or with the merry fellows quaff,




          And laugh aloud with them that laugh


        


      


    


  




  (‘The Spleen: An Epistle to Mr Cuthbert Jackson’,


  Matthew Green, 1737)




  ROBBERIES. MUGGINGS. Fatal Accidents. Interest rates.




  It’s always the same old stories, the same sensationalism, every day in the newspaper. Every day you tut and shake your head. And every day you read it anyway. Because while the world gets

  seemingly wilder and more incomprehensible with each passing hour, sitting down with the paper and a good cup of coffee is one of life’s enduring pleasures.




  Today, April the nineteenth in the Year of Our Lord 1737, is no different.




  You quickly scan the front page news of shipping lost on its way to the colonies and elsewhere, pausing only for a sorrowful wince at the loss of twenty-four cases of Rhenish wine that went down

  with the Hector, bound for Dublin.




  Out of habit, you flip over to the back page. Here are the usual notices of new books published today: a history of Rome; a ‘Defence of natural and reveal’d Religion’; a

  military history of the Duke of Marlborough; and – huzzah! – the fourth edition of the Practical Farrier.




  Here’s one that looks interesting, towards the foot of the page: The Ladies Physical Directory, seemingly ‘a treatise on the Weaknesses, Indispositions, and Diseases

  peculiar to the female sex, from 11 years of age to 50 and upwards’, which includes advice on treating ‘the Green Sickness, Obstructions, Immoderate Fluxes, Hysteric Affections, the

  Piles, and every other Disorder or Distemper the fair sex are peculiarly liable to’.




  You like the London Evening Post for its politics. The paper hates Walpole and his Whig government, and you enjoy its scathing attacks on him. But it’s good for news of London as

  well, devoured eagerly when it reaches the provinces by the stagecoach, and it is that news which predominates today. Having done with the formalities, you open the single folded sheet to its

  densely packed centre pages, where the good stuff is.




  A customs man seized 1,545 gallons of spirits from smugglers ‘’Tis almost incredible to believe what considerable Seizures are daily made in many Places of the Country,

  notwithstanding the severe laws against the Smuggling Trade’, says the Post.




  Mr Quill’s house was raided by two chimney sweeps. He managed to shoot one of them, but the other scuttled back up the chimney down which he had arrived.




  Mr Vaitier, a weaver, was with his family in Spitalfields when he was attacked ‘by three Ruffians arm’d with Pistols, who with execrable Oaths threaten’d them with Death and

  Destruction’. The paper warns, as papers always do, that ‘such a knot of rogues infest Spitalfields that ’tis dangerous to stir out of doors after Sun-set’.




  A drunk who bought a pint at a pub in Petticoat Lane refused to leave, and was found dead, head first in a grate, the following morning. He joins the rest of this week’s fatalities, duly

  listed on page three: ‘Consumption 66, Convulsion 134, Dropsy 19, Fever 51, Smallpox 18, one man excessive drinking [our man above], one falling off a horse, one from a cart, 2 drowned and

  three murders’.




  One of those drownings happened not far from the coffee room in which you sit. One of the Fellow Apprentice Butchers from across the road was rowing some meat out to a vessel lying just off

  Pickle Herring Stairs, when he was run down by a barge. Neither the fellow, nor his boat (nor his meat presumably) were seen again.




  But here, in the dead centre of page two, is a story that interrupts your musings and hits even closer to home:




  

    

      

        

          On Tuesday the Body of a Female Infant new-born was found in a Ditch behind the George Inn, Southwark. There were apparent Marks of Violence upon it, but the Mother has

          not as yet been discover’d, tho’ diligent search is making after her.


        


      


    


  




  As you happen to be sitting in that very same George Inn, it makes you stop and think.




  There are those who believe London’s poor are inferior beings, incapable of feeling pleasure or pain the same way others do. But a female infant is a female infant, and surely nobody

  deserves such an awful premature end as this. It appears to be a growing problem – according to the paper, this infant is the third found murdered this week, after the discovery of two tiny

  bodies stabbed to death near an alehouse in Whitechapel a few days ago.




  And yet, this is a crime almost unknown in the rest of Europe. As the Post says, ‘In Great Britain . . .’tis thought more Murders of this Nature are committed in one Year,

  than in all Europe besides in Seven.’




  Such is the extent of the problem that eight years ago there was a plan to build ‘an Hospital for the maintaining of unfortunate women in their Lying in’, but for some reason,

  despite £500 having been raised for the venture, it never came to anything. Now there are rumours that the Queen herself is getting involved, and is pressing her husband for the building of a

  foundling hospital like the one she is known to have seen on a recent trip to Paris.




  But for now, the problem of dead babies is an everyday occurrence that clearly plays on the conscience of all levels of society. It bothers you, as surely it must bother the other regular

  customers who gather here in the coffee room of the George to read their newspapers and discuss events.




  The room you are in is bustling with people, for as Matthew Green’s new poem acknowledges, coffee drinking has become one of life’s greatest pleasures, with more than three thousand

  coffee houses now scattered across London alone. As ‘M.P.’ wrote in a famous pamphlet some years ago, coffee is ‘extolled for drying up the Crudities of the Stomack, and for

  expelling Fumes out of the Head. Excellent Berry! which can cleanse the English-man’s Stomak of Flegm, and expel Giddinesse out of his Head.’1




  So if an inn such as the George – an inn described by the clergyman and historian Mr John Strype in his Survey Of The Cities Of London and Westminster in 1720 as ‘very

  large, with a considerable trade’ – wishes to remain in such a position, it must now compete not only with the other inns and alehouses of Southwark, but with the coffee shops as

  well.




  The coffee room at the George is the best room in the whole inn. Light and airy, it’s the perfect place to relax, read and gossip, and you are joined in doing so by local businessmen and

  gentlemen and the inn’s residents, visiting London from Kent, Surrey, Sussex and further afield. The taproom next door is similarly busy, albeit populated by waggoners, ostlers and labourers

  who are smoking, drinking ale, and swapping news and gossip in their own fashion.




  Here in the coffee room, you’re not the only person reading the Post, and there is a low murmur of speculation surrounding the story of the dead infant. Who could do such a thing?

  With absolutely no hope, perhaps the poor mothers believe it is a kindness to kill their offspring rather than let them starve. It’s probably one of the local whores – for even after

  the closure of the infamous Bankside brothels or ‘stews’, this is still where Londoners come for such pleasures. Or maybe it was just one of the many poor wretches driven half-mad by

  gin. Last year’s Gin Act seems to have done little to deter the craze for drinking the stuff by the pint; all it has done is put the trade into the hands of criminals, driving it

  underground.2 After all, isn’t Madam Genever also known as Mother’s Ruin?




  You pause and look out through the panelled windows of the coffee room, into the cobbled yard outside. The huge waggons are just starting to arrive, heavily laden for the Borough Market

  tomorrow. Horses are untethered and taken through an archway at the back of the courtyard into the cramped confines of the stable yard, where there are sufficient stalls to accommodate up to a

  hundred animals. Past these, and past the long lines of warehouses, waggon sheds and lodgings which accommodate the waggoners and their trade within the inn-yard, three hundred feet back from the

  inn’s main entrance onto the Borough High Street, there is a small back entrance that opens out onto a narrow drainage ditch, partially covered, which separates the inn from its easterly

  neighbour, the newly built Guy’s Hospital. This ditch, originally dug to drain the stinking swamps upon which Southwark is built, is now nothing more than a semi-enclosed sewer. It’s an

  unimaginably bleak end for an innocent child.




  So in some ways, it’s something of a relief when you look back down to the Post, and a story at the top of the page, directly above the sad tale of the infant, catches your eye

  and offers you – for a moment at least – some relief, a frisson of dark excitement:




  

    

      

        

          On Saturday last as a Gentleman of West-Ham, and others in a Coach, were going to Epping to Dinner on the Forest, the famous Turpin and a new Companion of his, came up

          and attack’d the Coach, in order to rob it; the Gentleman had a Carbine in the Coach loaded with Slugs, and seeing them coming got it ready, and presented it at Turpin on stopping the

          Coach, but it flash’d in the Pan; upon which says Turpin, ‘G— D—— you, you have miss’d me, but I won’t you’, and shot into the coach at him,

          but the Ball miss’d him, passing between him and a Lady in the Coach; and then they rode off towards Ongar,’ and din’d afterwards that Day at the Hare-Street, and

          robb’d in the Evening several passengers on the Forest between Loughton and Rumford, who knew him; he has not robb’d on that Road for some Time before.


        


      


    


  




  This is news indeed! Since the break-up of his gang of house robbers two years ago, and the subsequent apprehension and transportation of his first accomplices in highway

  robbery, little has been heard of Dick Turpin these last twelve months. Some say he has been spotted in Holland, while others believe he has adopted an alias and disappeared from public view. Since

  last month, however, there have been a string of robberies involving one – and it seems, now possibly two – new accomplices.




  These revelations stir mixed feelings in your breast. On the one hand, Turpin’s return signals a real threat to the customers at the George. Though the rogue seems to confine himself

  mainly to the roads and forests northeast of London, safely on the other side of the river, he has been known to venture south, with reports of him having struck in Croydon and Blackheath, each a

  short distance to the south of Southwark and a stopping point on some of the coaching routes that begin in this very inn.




  And Turpin is hardly the only highwayman on the roads, even if he is the most notorious. Streatham Common – much closer even than Blackheath – is known as one of their regular

  haunts. The George may have been a little behind other Southwark inns, but it has become a popular hub since the coaches started calling here back in thirty-two. Here is a stark reminder that this

  desirable new mode of travel, which makes it possible to reach Dover or Hastings in under ten hours, is not without its risks.




  Then again, you can’t deny that the story thrills you. You couldn’t explain why, but part of you admires Turpin’s exploits. And it seems you’re not the only one. Turpin

  is, clearly, recognized wherever he goes. Look – here in this very story, it says he was spotted in an inn or tavern in Ongar having dinner between robberies, and was left unmolested. The

  Post reads more like one of Fielding’s plays than a factual account. Although the newspaper would never admit such a thing, it seems there is something of the folk hero starting to

  emerge around the villain’s exploits.




  This is hardly surprising, given the way popular entertainments have taken to romanticizing such figures. John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera – performed just next door in the

  Tabard a few years ago – at once glamorized highwaymen and likened them to First Lord of the Treasury Robert Walpole, now mockingly referred to as the ‘Prime Minister’. In Tom

  Thumb and the Covent Garden Tragedy Henry Fielding’s attacks on Walpole were far more barbed and personal, clearly suggesting he was behaving as if he were King, and you hear

  that Walpole is now seeking revenge.3




  Theatre is for the most part regarded as a base and disreputable form of art. It’s still less than a century since the Puritans outlawed it altogether, pulling down the playhouses just

  over on the Bankside, flogging the players, and fining those who dared watch them.




  Once again, your thoughts carry your gaze to the courtyard outside the window. For was it not courtyards such as this that gave their inspiration to the designers of those theatres? This is

  where players would gather before those first permanent playhouses were built: an enclosed courtyard surrounded on three sides by two tiers of wooden balconies or ‘galleries’, leaving

  one side free for a stage to be erected, with the means to charge admission to the yard, or pit, and a little extra for a better view from the galleries.




  It’s a long time now since plays were staged here in the yard. But maybe they will be again, in some currently unimaginable future when people will seek to re-establish a link with this

  and previous centuries in the face of incomprehensible change and progress.




  Of course, that’s assuming the George will survive into the future, though something tells you it will. After all, people will always want food and drink, and entertainment. They’ll

  always want a quick passage to Dover too. And what quicker, finer passage could there ever be than the stagecoach?




  And now, despite the coffee, you start to feel drowsy. Maybe it’s the warmth of the fire, or the close fug of pipe smoke and the smell of the roasting meat on the spit. You doze, and you

  start to dream. In your dream, you drift through the wall and out into the courtyard, a ghost, invisible and silent, but still alive. You must be – you can smell the horseshit, see the

  brightly painted coach, and hear the trumpet that announces its departure.




  Now you’re floating upwards, up past the galleries where the maids are busy cleaning the bedrooms and making up the vast four-poster beds for new guests; past the bootblack delivering

  boots and shoes to those doors behind which the more fortunate residents are only now rising. You can see the barrels of ale from the famous Anchor Brewery, just across the road, being delivered to

  the cellars, and the haberdashers and merchants in their offices and warehouses around the inn’s interlocking courtyards. You see the goods being loaded and unloaded from waggon to warehouse,

  and the odd piece of semi-legal trading between people who think no one is watching them.




  As you rise still further, you can see the entirety of the inn, a massive 21,000-square-foot, three-tiered business concern. Still further, and you can see more of Borough High Street, and that

  this is merely one of seven or eight great coaching inns, all similar in design but not quite identical, all standing shoulder to shoulder, each extending back from the street a hundred yards or so

  in a twisting maze of yards and stables. And that’s just the big ones: the countless lesser inns and alehouses squeezing in where they can, mean that this hectic, noisy borough extending from

  the foot of London Bridge is home to the highest concentration of inns in all London, which makes it the largest in the newly formed United Kingdom, and therefore, in all likelihood, the whole

  world.




  And now, something strange begins to happen (as if hanging suspended in mid-air over Southwark on a Tuesday morning isn’t strange enough). Time begins to accelerate. As you watch, people

  and coaches become a blur. Your vision flashes as day follows night follows day follows night in fractions of seconds. You can’t follow events any more, or even the seasons of the years as

  they fly past. It’s all moving so fast now, the only narrative you can follow is that of the buildings. What you had until now thought of as permanent structures start to change and evolve at

  alarming speed. You see them grow higher, stand around for a bit, then disappear. A brief flash here and there and some are reduced to piles of blackened ash, only to be replaced by something

  bigger an instant later. Now, a great metal road sweeps in from the horizon, cutting swathes through the streets and filling the air around you with steam. Tall chimneys thrust up along the

  riverbank, spewing smells and gouts of noxious gas, and for a while the air is hazy and choking. Then, you sense objects whizzing past you in the sky, and for half a second it seems the entire city

  is in flames. Most of your reference points disappear, and then the building materials start to change, and the buildings rise higher than you thought possible, all glass and steel, until one

  particularly large and pointy one shoots up past you, almost taking your eye out, and everything stops and you’re here, now, in the twenty-first century.




  Along with everything else you know, much of the George Inn has disappeared. But incredibly, the wall you drifted through just a minute or two ago is still there, as are the galleries, the

  coffee room and all the rest of the main, south wing of the inn. One by one, its neighbours fell away, but in the blizzard of time travel you have just endured, the George was a constant. Around

  it, everything rose and fell, higher each time, before crashing back to earth again, countless times, while somehow the George remained there, fixed, unmoving, though not unchanging.




  On the day we left it in 1737, the George was not the most celebrated of Southwark’s inns. It wasn’t the biggest, or the oldest, the most beautiful or the most important – even

  though it was very large, old, beautiful and important. Now, 275 years later, if we want to understand why this inn survived out of all of them we will have to employ even greater mental gymnastics

  than it just took us to get here.




  People often tell you every good story should have a beginning, middle and end. OK, but no one said they necessarily had to come in that order, and we seem to have started somewhere in the

  middle. We must attempt to retrace our steps. But the story of the George has more than one beginning and, as yet, no end. It begins, enticingly, on a swampy riverbank two thousand years ago, and

  also in a school-hall lecture in 1858, and on a London bus in 2011.




  And after that – well, it goes all over the place. As all good stories should.
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  CHAPTER ONE: IN WHICH WE MAKE THE PERILOUS AND EVENTFUL JOURNEY TO THE GEORGE INN, SOUTHWARK. FROM MY HOUSE.
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          A man who, beyond the age of twenty-six, finds himself on a bus can count himself as a failure.




          (Margaret Thatcher, 1986, although the quote is apocryphal, unverified, and quite possibly just made up)


        


      


    


  




   




  A CENTURY AND A HALF, or thereabouts, after the last stagecoach thundered under the arch and out of its yard, the George Inn can be reached easily via

  the number 149 bus.




  It can also be reached in a number of quicker, more convenient ways. Trains into London Bridge Station (which killed off Southwark’s coaching inns as quickly and as finally as the Xbox

  killed teenage ambition) will bring you almost to the George’s door within the hour from such diverse and exotic places as Brighton, Tunbridge Wells, Dover, Luton and Bedford. London Bridge

  is also a stop on the Northern Line, which is handy, because as soon as you’re on the Northern Line, you’re looking for an excuse to get off again. Also, since its extension in the

  1990s, the Jubilee Line passes through on its way to Canary Wharf.4




  But for me, it’s the 149 bus every time. I don’t have much choice, living as I do in Stoke Newington, a part of London that’s north of the river, quite close to the old City,

  yet lacks a tube station within what most people would think of as walking distance. (South of the river this is quite common, but it’s an odd state of affairs north.) While the

  characteristically compassionate and understanding quote attributed to Margaret Thatcher at the beginning of this chapter may be bunkum, its snappier version – ‘only losers take the

  bus’ – was a familiar refrain uttered in all seriousness in the corridors of advertising, where I used to work, as well as in finance and management consultancy, by people who find the

  idea of travelling by bus even more abhorrent than being courteous to strangers.




  The 149 takes people from London Bridge Station, just south of the river, all the way up to Edmonton, North London, and back again.5 In doing so, it

  echoes the path that has faced many new arrivals to London from Europe and southeast England over the last two millennia. Because since the days the Romans built Watling Street from Dover to

  London, all the way through to the middle of the eighteenth century, all roads led to Southwark, or more precisely, to London Bridge. This is where you crossed into the City, and the rest of

  England beyond.




  Famously, London is a city of twists and turns and corners and angles that make it a waking nightmare for tourists more accustomed to grids, freeways and bypasses. And yet, after kinking east

  from London Bridge, the A10 heads due north in a remarkably straight line for an unfeasibly long distance. Eventually it clears London and carries on indefatigably, becoming the Great Cambridge

  Road, and finally ending up in the old port town of King’s Lynn. When the Romans built it, it then joined what is now the A1, and ran all the way to York.




  Going the other way, after a dalliance with Stoke Newington’s one-way system the A10 runs past Dalston’s exotically coiffured web designers, Caribbean fruit-and-veg vendors and

  Polish-delicatessen owners, and thrusts (well, crawls in a straight line) over the Regent’s Canal towards the City, entering via Shoreditch. For centuries this district just outside the

  London city walls was home to the kind of people who wanted to be close to the action, but either didn’t want to be or weren’t allowed to be conventional citizens inside – just

  like Southwark outside the City’s south side. In Shoreditch today, this non-conformist attitude is echoed by a profusion of Banksy stencils and bars that pretend to be shoe shops.




  As Shoreditch High Street becomes Norton Folgate and then Bishopsgate, the road takes us between tower and gherkin, where ancient street names are the only indication of the version of the city

  that stood here between the Great Fire of London in 1666 and the Blitz of 1941. As Bishopsgate and Gracechurch Street, the A10 takes us to the Monument of the Great Fire, a tall plinth topped by a

  blazing golden orb, peeking through the buildings to let you know the tedium is almost over, and then you’re round the corner and on to the southern tip of King William Street, and finally

  out on to the wide, gentle slope of London Bridge.




  This is the special bit. Whenever you hit the Bridge, you stop whatever you’re doing. If I’m doing this journey with my wife, whether we’re joking (somewhat likely), arguing

  (just as likely) or having an in-depth conversation about hops or wool (we’re a strange household) we both stop, and look, and fall silent.




  To our left, looking east, HMS Belfast lies hard by the redeveloped wharves where the Empire’s tea was once unloaded and which are now – because it is, seemingly, the LAW

  – a collection of shops, cafés and fashionable eateries. Sometimes there’ll be another navy ship, or even a cruise ship, moored alongside the retired Royal Navy cruiser. Behind

  it Tower Bridge stands proud. Next to it the Tower of London, for centuries the dominant feature of the London skyline, now snuggles almost cosily on the riverbank, struggling even to rise above

  the trees that almost obscure it from this angle. The towers of Canary Wharf, faded to blue-grey, shimmer hazily in the distance.




  Out of the other side of the bus, looking west, the first thing we see is the tower of Southwark Cathedral poking above the riverside buildings on the South Bank. Further along, the brightly

  painted stern of the Golden Hind, an exact replica of Francis Drake’s famous ship, pokes out from St Mary Overy Dock, its front hidden, looking from this angle as if it’s playing hide

  and seek, its head buried, unaware that its fat rear end is giving it away. Successive wharves run away along the bank, fifty feet below the Bridge’s artificially elevated height. And behind

  them looms the tower of Tate Modern, a building once considered hideous, now one of the top tourist attractions in the UK. The river curves in a mighty arc to the southwest, towards Waterloo and

  Westminster, and as we approach the middle of the bridge the north side comes into clear view: the twin towers of Cannon Street train station, then St Paul’s Cathedral, and beyond that,

  dotting the view to the west, the brutish skyscraper of Centre Point and the spindly Telecom Tower, looking from this distance like it’s been built from cotton bobbins. This is where we

  remember, every time, something the city itself once tried its best to forget: London was built around the river, and owes its existence to the river, and is defined by the river.




  At the southern tip of the bridge on each side of the road stand two rampant silver dragons, atop plinths inscribed




  ‘CITY OF LONDON’. They carry shields emblazoned with the red-and-white cross of St George, and above these they claw and spit at approaching road users. They’re on every major

  road in and out of the historic City, marking the boundary where the walls (or in this case, the southern Bridge Gate) once stood.6 If you do one of

  the riverboat tours up and down the Thames, the guides will inevitably point out that, symbolically, these dragons protect the City from invaders and undesirables. Just as inevitably, the guides

  will follow this with a quip about how they should turn the dragons around to face inward now, to protect the rest of us from the rapacious bastards of London’s financial district.




  And then it’s a sharp swing left, up into London Bridge Station. Here, tumbling from the bus, or shot out from the train station’s long, nasty, overcrowded access tunnels, or

  climbing up gratefully out of the tube, you stagger out and find yourself near the foot of the bridge, at the top end of Borough High Street.




  And it’s like having your nerve endings peeled and dipped in amphetamine.




  Don’t stop. Don’t blink. Don’t look down. If you’re on the phone, hang up, because you need to concentrate. And anyway, the din means you can’t hear yourself speak,

  never mind the person on the other end of the line. If you don’t focus your entire attention on the immediate space around you, you will be hit by a bus, or a speeding ambulance, or a

  suicidal pavement-mounted bicycle courier, or a phalanx of commuting city workers who would not stop or deviate from their path if their own mothers were lying trampled before them.




  The sound of jackhammers assaults you from all sides, drowning out the constant beeping of noise-to-tail traffic and wailing of emergency vehicles, all doing their best to keep it together in

  the face of eternal road works, and failing. Trains thunder across the rail bridges from London Bridge to Charing Cross and Cannon Street. The earth rumbles. The air feels thick with noise.




  When I first arrived in London, I was eager to see how the city would look when the giant cranes had finished their work. I soon realized they never will. The cranes are more permanent than some

  of the structures they create, in a city that never stops being rebuilt.




  In the summer of 2011, when I make this commute from Stoke Newington to Borough on a weekly basis to research this book, a second railway bridge is cutting a swathe of devastation through

  Borough Market, lurching over the High Street and into the busy station, as brutally pigdog-ugly in its modern way as the first bridge was in its day. This is the most congested stretch of train

  track in the whole of Britain, and drastic measures are called for.




  The bridges swing close by what was recently a massive hole in the ground, is now a concrete slab, and will soon be The Place – yes, not just any old place – THE Place – The

  Definitive Place, The Place that clearly envies the City’s capitalization across the river, The Place that, according to its website, is ‘A GROUND-BREAKING NEW BUSINESS DESTINATION THAT

  MAKES A STRONG AND COMPELLING CORPORATE STATEMENT IN LONDON’S NEWEST COMMERCIAL QUARTER’. Those capitals leave you in no doubt just how STRONG that corporate statement is going to be.

  The ‘newest commercial quarter’ is London Bridge Quarter, a just-made-up name for a district of new offices, shops, housing, piazzas, roof terraces, and the mandatory coffee shops and

  fashionable eateries.7




  Central to this, rising above all, is the Shard. I didn’t want to mention it when we were crossing the bridge because I didn’t want to spoil the rest of the view, but by the late

  summer of 2011 it is so tall it blocks out the sun. The new tallest building in Europe will be complete by the time you read this, but as I come down here, week by week, it rises above us without

  pause, its future ghost already imprinted on the retinas of every passer-by who gazes up at it, filling in the blank sky with their image of the finished structure.




  The Borough is being rebuilt. Again. Perpetually.




  But while the size of the buildings may grow, and the source of the constant noise might change, alight at this spot at any time in its history, and the assault on your senses would have been

  just as intense.




  As you stepped from a steam locomotive a hundred years ago, your nose would have borne the brunt of it; the mingled aromas of vinegar manufacturing, leather tanning, glassmaking and ale brewing

  adding a unique local pungency to London’s overall choking, sooty miasma. A century and a half before that, stepping from your stagecoach, you’d have been pressed back against the wall

  by the thundering horses of mail coaches racing for the turnpikes, and the post-chaises and broughams rushing important passengers to and from the longer-distance coaches, before being accosted by

  mountebanks promising to show you such things as you have never seen: bearded ladies, the man with no head, the smallest person in the world, if you would only step into the back of this caravan

  and allow yourself to be relieved of a few coins. And a century or two before that, perhaps coming ashore from one of the thick mass of ships anchored in the ‘Pool’ immediately

  downriver of London Bridge, you’d have found the same streets crowded with market traders selling food, clothes and leather goods, actors exhorting you to come and see their new comedy, a

  hideously scarred bear, muzzled and chained, being led to the pit for its next bout against a pack of hunting dogs, men sporting jewellery and exotic clothing, some with dark complexions, eyeing

  you suspiciously from the door of a dank and dirty alehouse, puppet shows satirizing the government, huge waggons on thick wooden wheels blocking the road as they slowly manoeuvred off the street

  and into an inn-yard, vagabonds, almost naked but for a few rags, begging for money or food, and Puritan preachers yelling that every single person noted above – yourself included – was

  certain to burn in hell for all eternity.




  This patch of land south of the Thames has been a frenetic, hyperactive melting pot of the dirtier, baser, more hard-nosed, pragmatic, venal, speculative and lucrative aspects of humanity for a

  thousand years. For this is the Borough, where all human life comes to London, and tries to get in.




  London’s ‘newest commercial quarter’ my arse.




  *




  The last twenty years have seen enormous regeneration in Southwark, and the strip along the river, commonly known as Bankside, is now a succession of tourist attractions, cafes,

  markets and restaurants that hit every point on the scale between tacky and classy – sometimes simultaneously. But head down the High Street instead of along the Bankside, and it feels

  grittier, less compromising, than the shiny retail ideal offered in most high streets and malls.




  Borough High Street doesn’t feel downmarket and seedy, like some other parts of London still do; it just feels harder, more physical. The newsagents, curry houses and off-licences know the

  score; veterans of the scene. It’s the sort of place where you can always get a seat in the Pret A Manger, but where the queue for Giuseppe’s Luncheonette on the corner of King’s

  Head Yard stretches out of the door and down the street every lunchtime. The new Starbucks – which sits in a tiny gap with the furtive air of someone who has nicked your seat when you’d

  just popped out to the shops for something you’d forgotten – with its smiling baristas out on the pavement giving away creamy little concoctions to passers-by, feels as uncomfortable

  and out of place as a hedge-fund manager at a dinner party when the conversation turns to, ‘So, what do you do?’




  There are signs of beauty here too, if you know where to look. Near Stoney Street at the bottom end of Borough Market the road forks, with Southwark Street curving away to the west and Borough

  High Street vaguely to the south. On the right-hand side of the fork, at the top of Southwark Street, the old Hop Exchange is a magnificent building denied the vista it deserves. If it were in

  Paris, or even the centre of London, it would be on tourist postcards. Its long, colonnaded frontage curves almost imperceptibly along the street, its magnificent main entrance resembling the

  gateway to a Napoleonic palace. It should be overlooking gardens with fountains, giving you enough space to step back and gaze on its filigree and carvings of hop pickers filling their baskets from

  heavy hop bines. Instead it overlooks City Tandoori, Santander and Harper’s Cafe, and probably the only people who ever stand and gaze at its filigree and carvings are those waiting

  impatiently at the bus stop across the road for the 381 to Waterloo.




  On the left leg of the fork, the view is dominated by Elephant and Castle’s 42-storey Strata building. This eco-friendly apartment block, winner of the 2010 Carbuncle Cup awarded to

  Britain’s ugliest building, looms up over everything, its petal-shaped walls holding three massive turbines like flowers at its peak. It doesn’t belong – not here, not yet. It

  just looks wrong, as if it has somehow slipped through a dimension portal from Judge Dredd’s Mega-City One.




  Walking further down busy Borough High Street, the line of shops on the left is punctuated periodically by narrow, furtive alleyways that broaden out a little if you look down them, each one

  stretching back a hundred yards or so, then terminating before the implacable bulk of Guy’s Hospital. Only someone with an unhealthy interest in pub history would know that the names of these

  alleys – White Hart Yard, King’s Head Yard, Talbot Yard, Queen’s Head Yard – reveal that they were never built as streets at all, but as inn-yards, and that they’re

  named and laid out for Borough’s great coaching inns. They remain almost the only surviving evidence of them, save for the odd filthy local-history plaque here and there.




  King’s Head Yard still has a low arch, and a pub called The Old King’s Head, next to the Italian restaurant linked to Giuseppe’s famous luncheonette. The Old King’s Head

  was built in 1881, after the big old inn that used to fill this entire yard, also known as the King’s Head, was demolished. So I guess to avoid confusion we’d have to call the original

  inn The Really Old King’s Head.




  You can walk all the way to the back of King’s Head Yard, where there’s a staff entrance to Guy’s, and the alley loops around to join the back of White Hart Yard. Walking past

  more offices back to the High Street this way, you pass a plaque by the entrance which tells you the White Hart Inn, immortalized by Shakespeare and Dickens, once stood here.




  But tourists don’t come here in search of ghosts of old buildings. They come to this very business-like street to visit the last living survivor. Finally then, if you know where to look,

  here’s the hanging sign, an ornate, curlicued iron bracket extending out over the pavement from another narrow alley between buildings. Hanging from this bracket is a curious, painted oval

  sign depicting Saint George slaying the dragon, and in gold lettering, ‘THE GEORGE’.




  Today, the George is the last man standing of all London’s great, galleried coaching inns. And it’s debatable if we can even say that, really: the surviving southern wing of the old

  main courtyard consists of one partly galleried range stretching over 125 feet, a fifth – if that – of the complex that once stood here.




  But imagine a busy modern-day coach station, such as that at London Victoria, a bustling hive of vehicles coming and going, packed with bored, open-mouthed passengers staring through the windows

  as they barrel in and out of the entrance. Inside, the station is a mess of luggage being loaded and unloaded, the atmosphere a cocktail of anxiety, excitement, uncertainty, regret and longing,

  overlaid with the stress of getting on or off the right coach at the right time.




  And imagine that this busy coach station is also, at the same time, a large luxury hotel, an office block full of businesses where people work daily, a warehouse complex, a branch of Starbucks,

  a few shops and private houses, and one of the biggest pubs you’ve ever seen.




  That was the George Inn in its prime.




  It’s still one of the most famous pubs in the world. It’s in every guidebook to London pubs, a Grade One listed building protected by the National Trust, and is visited by people

  from across the globe.




  And yet, at the same time, it’s largely forgotten. Many of the regular visitors to nearby Borough Market, the swarms of city workers who flood across the bridge twice daily on their

  commute via London Bridge station, even the people who come here to drink in Southwark’s other excellent pubs, are unaware it exists, hidden from view down a little alley between Lloyds TSB

  and Paddy Power.




  Only a hundred years ago these two shops were both tailors – for centuries, one of Borough’s main trades, now gone without trace. A hundred years from now who knows what

  they’ll be? The online world will surely have killed off bricks-and-mortar banks and bookies by then. But the George will still be there, looking pretty much as it does now, serving a similar

  purpose. I feel sure of this, even without putting you through another time-travel sequence.8




  These shops on either side each have a hanging sign extending out over the pavement, after the fashion of traditional inn signs, parenthesizing the sign for the George and quite possibly mocking

  it. These two buildings are linked by a wrought iron arch that spells out the name of the George again, and supports a cosy, Victorian-looking lantern at its apex, tossing out a weak orange glow

  into the Borough’s perpetually watery sunlight. Below this arch, heavy, black wooden gates topped with spikes are permanently open onto the George Inn yard.




  Pass through those gates, into the cobbled yard, and the noise and aggro of the High Street fall away. A hush soothes your battered senses and shredded nerve endings. And there stands the George

  – or at least, what remains of it.




  The cheap, plasticky offices of the London School of Commerce stand where part of the inner yard once held capacious stabling and warehouses. This modern building also extends around the east

  and north sides of the yard, tracing the floor plan of the long-gone north and east wings of the inn.




  If this building were simply horribly featureless, you could just about forgive the architect. But around the first floor, outside an open-plan office overcrowded with people in shirtsleeves and

  ties, runs an imitation of the George’s famous galleries, a modern, white design feature that’s neither one thing nor the other, that evokes a sense of mocking impersonation:

  ‘Ooh, look, I’ve got galleries! Look at me everyone, look at my galleries!’ The sense that the new building is a grotesque parody of the George is completed by the Heel

  Tap, a disposable corporate pub – no, sorry, a ‘Venue, bar and eatery’ – standing like a warped, funfair mirror on the ground floor of the north wing, directly opposite the

  George, trying to look classy and upmarket and succeeding only in resembling a Wetherspoon’s trying to put on a posh accent.9




  But on the south side of the yard, London’s only surviving galleried coaching inn remains open for business. And it does more than that: for a lot of people, it takes the breath away.




  It’s an impressive building even now, when, sagging slightly with age, it’s starting to resemble a party balloon the morning after. A century ago the American writer F. Hopkinson

  Smith visited the George while working on Dickens’s London, a travelogue around the real places that provided the backdrop for Dickens’s fiction. We’ll come back to

  precisely what Dickens did and didn’t write about the George later on, because it’s a surprisingly contentious subject. But for now, Smith’s reaction to his first sight of the

  George upon entering its yard, which would be shamelessly plagiarized by countless hacks over the following century, works as well in 2012 as it did in 1912:




  

    

      

        

          Seen from one end, in foreshortened perspective, it presents a continuous wobble from sill to eaves, its roof-line sagging, its chimney out of plumb, the shorter flues

          climbing up on the taller ones as if struggling for better air, the wonder being that it had not long ago lost all heart, and sunk into hopeless ruin.




          Looked at close by, however, say from beneath the chambermaid’s gallery, it resolves itself to your glad surprise into quite another kind of rookery, putting to flight all your

          first conclusions; the same sort of surprise that comes to a man who, having made up his mind to ignore some approaching shabby person, finds himself bowing and scraping when he gets near

          enough to look into the kindly eyes and reassuring face of the misjudged individual. It did not take me many minutes to change my own opinion of the ‘George Inn.’


        


      


    


  




  The surviving range is 125 feet long, with three storeys and a gabled roof. The walls on the ground floor are painted a very dark olive green, framing an almost continuous run

  of windows made up of rows and columns of small, white-framed panes. The uneven brickwork of the first and second floors inverts the colour scheme, with pale cream walls and dark frames around the

  windows. This basic design alone suggests immediately that the building is old, and ensures that someone within earshot will start uttering words like ‘Dickensian’ and

  ‘heritage’ within seconds of arriving.




  But you hardly notice any of this the first time you look at the George. The main attraction is the pair of wooden galleries that run, one tier above the other, along the first third of the

  length of the building.




  There’s something about those galleries. They draw the gaze upwards, as compelling in their own way as the Shard, now looming over the northeast corner of the yard. If you’re

  standing on one of the galleries looking down into the courtyard, you can watch the steady stream of sightseers and pub-goers walk through the gates, look up, stop and gasp.




  On each, a series of carved wooden balusters holds a solid, chunky handrail, periodically punctuated by slender Tuscan columns that support the gallery above, and then the gabled roof. The

  columns divide the galleries into six roughly equal segments, each with hanging baskets of flowers and ivy. The slight wonkiness of the lines of the galleries, which is noticeably but only slightly

  more pronounced now than it was in photos taken 125 years ago, adds to the overall charm.




  Some architectural forms are just inherently pleasing. You’ve probably heard of the golden section, the seemingly magical formula that excites mathematicians, artists, architects and even

  musicians which, when applied to geometry, means one side of a rectangle is 1.61 times the length of the other. That may sound inconsequential, but the algebraic formula that expresses this

  relationship is itself aesthetically pleasing.10 Since the time of the ancient Greeks it’s been hidden in the proportions of many buildings we

  consider beautiful, and it’s there – or thereabouts – all over the front of the George, in the proportions of the galleried sections and the size of the windows.




  This is interesting, but actually I think the core of what makes the George so aesthetically appealing is much simpler than algebra: I think that, as a species, we just really, really

  like balconies.




  There’s something in their access to views and the little thrill of the alfresco blurring of lines between inside and outside that seems to do it for us. We pay substantially more for

  hotel rooms or cruise-ship cabins with balconies than those without. The most famous scene in Shakespeare revolves around one. When middle-class people have extensions done to their Victorian

  houses, their friends come round and coo, ‘Ooh, you’ve got a balcony!’ and then argue with each other on the way home about why they didn’t get one when they had

  their house done up.




  Yet the galleries at the George were not designed for lounging, or sunbathing, or leaning against and feeling superior while twirling a chilled glass of white wine by the stem. They were

  designed to allow a combination of light and physical access into the bedrooms behind. In a long, thin building such as the George, which directly backed onto other, similarly long, thin buildings,

  whose occupants wanted to be able to get to and from the yard quickly and conveniently, the choices were a passage at the front that blocked out the light; internal doors leading from one room to

  the next (which did happen in some inns, and even in the George in later eras); or this elegant, pretty, rewarding compromise. When galleries like this ran around the sides of an enclosed

  courtyard, they created a satisfying aesthetic that somehow combined majesty and cosiness, scale and intimacy, to form an open, friendly, practical, classy space.




  But if to gaze upon the George in this way is to fall in love on the first date, as the affair gets under way you quickly realize the object of your affections is a little high-maintenance, even

  eccentric. Because the George doesn’t quite conform to your idea of how a pub today should behave.




  For a start, you’re not quite sure where to go in. There are three entrances, two of which have their own hanging signs in addition to the one on the street outside. The nearest one to the

  street depicts St George on horseback, fighting the dragon again. Further away in the distance (it really is a very long pub, even in its diminished state) is a similar scene rendered in stained

  glass.




  Most first-timers choose the nearest entrance, because it seems like the obvious thing to do. This door leads you into the old taproom, now known as the Parliament Bar. It’s so called

  because the far wall as you go in is dominated by what is commonly referred to as a ‘Parliament Clock’, one of the most notable features of the inn. In 1797, after raising new taxes on

  horses, tea, sugar and spirits, Pitt the Younger, then Prime Minister and Chancellor of the Exchequer, had a fit of dazzling fiscal creativity and attempted to tax time itself. Undeterred

  by the impossibility of taxing an abstract but inexorable fourth dimension, he settled for placing a tax of five shillings on watches and clocks instead.




  The more I learn about this, the more I slip into thinking of it as some kind of old fairy tale, but the tax was very real. Clockmakers and watchmakers were hardly the powerhouses of the

  late-eighteenth-century economy, but if fairy tales and costume dramas have any basis in fact – and we must assume they do – they were all wiry, lovable, excitable men with wild hair,

  breeches and half-rim glasses, a bit like Doc in the Back to the Future movies, and they did not deserve to have their livelihoods destroyed in this way.




  ‘Ha ha!’ cackled the wicked little Prime Minister. ‘Now the poor watchmaker is out of work, he will have no option but to let me marry his pretty young daughter! And no one

  will know what time it is, so everyone will be late for work! No work will get done anywhere! The economy will collapse! Hang on, have I thought this through properly?’




  Fortunately the day was saved by wily publicans and their famous ‘tavern clocks’. These clocks were large and bold, usually designed with dark faces and white hands, and were popular

  in inns and taverns from the early eighteenth century. When Pitt’s tax came in, these clocks surged in popularity and became known as ‘Act of Parliament clocks’, to such an extent

  that later generations, including most writers on the George, would wrongly assert that they were invented in response to Pitt’s tax. They weren’t – the George’s clock dates

  back to around 1750 – but 1797 was their finest hour, so to speak. Saintly publicans selflessly installed these clocks in their inns, taverns and alehouses, so that people could pop in at

  frequent intervals during the day to check what time it was. And if they divined that the time was beer o’clock – well, surely that was Pitt’s fault too, wasn’t it?




  The tax was astonishingly unpopular. ‘Anything would be better than this!’ cried the populace.




  Pitt listened. ‘Anything?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes!’ cried the populace.




  ‘Anything . . . at all?’ persisted Pitt.




  ‘Mm-hmm.’ The populace nodded.




  ‘OK, well, if you’re sure . . .’ said Pitt, and he repealed the clock tax after only nine months, and replaced it with Britain’s first ever permanent, universal income

  tax, and we all lived happily ever after.




  So the Parliament Bar is thus named because it is home to a Parliament Clock, which dates back even further than Pitt’s tax, to the mid-eighteenth century. The clock has only been in this

  bar a few decades, having spent most of its life next door. But it’s here now. And that’s a good enough reason for this room, which has been called many things over the centuries and

  had many functions, to be called the Parliament Bar for the time being.




  This is the people’s bar, the old taproom where coachmen and waggoners drank from foaming tankards and smoked clay pipes, where even today it’s still easy to visualize drinkers with

  whiskers, breeches and big hats. Market gardeners up for the Borough Market chatted here with watchmen from neighbouring business premises when they retired for the night. Dark and gloomy, every

  surface patched and painted and built over and repaired and uneven, it feels older than any other part if the inn, even though it isn’t. The uneven, mismatched furniture was like this decades

  before such a look became fashionable for gastropubs and venues, bars and eateries. It looks like it’s been here for centuries, and in the case of a few seats worn by countless bums, it has:

  a pair of fixed benches with curved ends and armrests are thought to date all the way back to the seventeenth century.




  The low-beamed ceiling and the horizontal planks that form the western wall behind the clock give the fleeting illusion that you’re on board an old galleon. This illusion is dispelled

  however by the two very solid fireplaces, one small, one huge, on the south wall. While this room was originally built as the single space it is today, for years it was subdivided into the taproom,

  or snug, and a kitchen. The small fire to the right heated the taproom, the big one to the left was the heart of the kitchen. When B.W. Matz, one of the founders of the Dickens Fellowship, visited

  in 1918, this big fireplace had a huge joint of meat suspended from an old-fashioned roasting jack, cooking in front of the fire.




  As it is now, the taproom (look, I’ve done my best to call it the Parliament Bar, I’ve really tried) is seen by many fans of the George as the real heart of the pub. F. Hopkinson

  Smith observed that it was ‘made bright with pewter and glass, and inviting easy chairs one or two; a table, and a barmaid, the whole redolent of the fumes of old Pineapple rum. The snuggery,

  of course, not the barmaid.’ The old wag. It is, without doubt, a bar so snug, cosy, homely, characterful, timeless and cheery, the only thing that could improve it would be a group of

  hobbits singing to each other in the corner.




  Well, that and an actual bar.




  There is a bar, sort of, and it’s lovely. In fact, as we’ll see when we start digging further into the history, it’s a very important bar, an example of the oldest kind of bar

  there is. It’s a tiny room, entirely separate from the taproom, with panelled glass windows on three sides and a parlour behind it, which now serves as the manager’s office. Here Matz

  described ‘arrays of pewter pots of ancient lineage, tankards, glasses, mugs, bottles of wine, and spirits and appetizing liqueurs’.




  Today, it’s hard to believe that much has changed since Matz was here, apart from the selection of drinks becoming a little less interesting. The beer engine he observed is still here,

  although its four pumps no longer dispense ale. A little bronze sign says it was made by South, 21 George Street, Blackfriars. It dates back to around 1900, and is listed in the National

  Trust’s inventory of interesting and historical knick-knacks, if that’s the correct term for it. A set of modern beer pumps face the outside window, so that if you wanted to have a

  proper look before making your choice, you’d have to go outside into the courtyard and look in from there.




  The problem is, the preserved feel of this bar, and the total absence of staff behind it, make it feel more like a mini-museum than a working part of the pub. I’ve been in the taproom

  several times for private functions, and at these, beer has been dispensed through the windows as if it were a boozy little Victorian post office, and it’s still used the same way on

  Thursday, Friday and Saturday evenings. But on a week day, the tiny bar area is silent and deserted. So having entered uncertainly through the nearest door when you come in from the yard, and

  having found people sitting inside drinking pints, you stand around uncertainly for a while, and then, believing you must have missed something, go back out into the yard, and re-enter the pub

  through the second door.




  Here is a small entry hall, with the museum/gift shop/post office-type bar to your right, a winding staircase up to the galleries in front of you, and a door to your left into another bar.

  Immediately, you realize this – probably – is the main bar. It’s got that busy sense of purpose about it, modern beer fonts lining the bar, and most importantly, living, working

  members of staff behind it. It still feels slightly wrong because if this is the main bar, it doesn’t seem to have an awful lot of seating. But worry about that later – clearly, this is

  where you can get a pint in your hand. Once that’s sorted out, you can go back outside and back into the taproom (there’s no internal public access from here, naturally) or push on and

  explore the inn a little further.




  This was the old coffee room from back in 1737, now better known (officially at least) as the Southwark Bar. But a time-travelling coffee drinker would hardly recognize it now. For a start,

  while we’re obviously very grateful that the bar is here and serving drinks, it’s only been here since the late 1970s. Before then, right back before Dickens, this old coffee room was

  used as a restaurant. There are the remnants of a chimneystack on the wall behind the bar, which used to house yet another blazing fire. On the other side of the room, high-backed benches stuck out

  perpendicular to the windows, creating a series of semi-private snugs around the dining tables. In 1918, Matz delighted in the ‘old box compartments with their mahogany tables, seats and

  high-backed partitions, mahogany sideboards and occasional tables, where the joints are placed at meal times; mahogany chairs with horse-hair seats to pull around the fire; casement windows,

  T-shaped gas jets, old prints and a red cord bell rope still in working order by the side of the fireplace’, while in 1912 F. Hopkinson Smith loved the ‘white-clothed tables, framed in

  settles, with pew backs so high that the fellow in the next pew could by no possible stretch of his neck discover what the fellow in the adjoining pew was having for dinner unless, of course, he

  stood on the settle and looked over the top – an unheard of liberty in so well-bred an inn as the “George”.’




  The fireplace, ‘before whose cheery blazes hundreds of thousands of shivering shins had been toasted; and a mantel scratched by the bottoms of countless Tobys that had awaited the thawing

  out of the countless shins’ and the ‘big easy, fiddle-backed chairs’ completed a perfect place that was ‘so cosy and comfortable that once you were inside you would never

  want to get out, and once you were out you would be unhappy until you could again order “a fresh mug of ’alf-and-’alf, my dear, a brace of chops, with a kidney, and, if you

  don’t mind, a mealy with its jacket on.” ’




  Yes, this is the room the George’s more literary fans fell in love with, the room that makes serious American men of letters turn into Dick van Dyke in Mary Poppins, the room

  where even Dickens is reputed to have kept a regular seat.




  One of the old high-backed settles is still around somewhere. According to the National Trust the design is definitely eighteenth century, but the wood is much newer. They also note that the

  beams across the roof are made of Baltic pine, which suggests they are from the nineteenth century. But engravings and paintings of this room from the nineteenth century (and there are more of

  those than you might think) show no heavy ceiling beams at all. The former coffee room and restaurant reminds us that our idea of what is old and traditional changes over time, and even the

  authentically ancient sometimes changes its appearance in arguably inauthentic ways.




  A door at the far end of the room leads through into another small section whose comfortable, secluded booths recall the former layout of the coffee room. Beyond that, there’s the

  ante-room where the third and final external door – the one with the stained-glass sign above it – comes in from the courtyard. Opposite the door there’s another staircase leading

  upstairs to function rooms, flanked by comfortable sofas. And to the left – or straight ahead if you’re coming out of the main bar – is a doorway into yet another bar area. This

  pub seems to just keep going on and on. But while these days the succession of bars all perform a similar function, this wasn’t always the case. This, the furthest bar from the taproom, was

  formerly part of a private dwelling. It was pretty much rebuilt in the 1930s and served as a suite of offices, completely unrelated to the workings of the George, until the mid-1960s.




  You’d never guess that now. This is a peaceful bar, set up as a dining area with soft lighting and patterned rugs over the floorboards. Even an untrained eye can see that the heavy beams

  across the ceiling are very new.




  The best things about these last few rooms though are the walls. Framed pictures of the George – some of them still new to me even after months spent in various archives – evoke the

  history of the pub and its surroundings. There are odd photos of the George’s late neighbours too. Customers hardly get as far as shedding their coats and taking the first sip of their drinks

  before they’re out of their seats again and pacing around the walls reverentially, as if this were a museum or art gallery. In the far corner, shot in the same saturated black-and-white style

  as the early Victorian inn photos, is a succession of pictures of the half-built Shard, already being incorporated into the long and winding heritage of the Borough.




  And possibly the best prize: a life-insurance policy from Sun Life Assurance, made out in the name of and signed by Charles Dickens. The legend is that Dickens brought it in and left it as

  surety after borrowing money from the landlord, and he never came back to collect it. This legend would be a lot more convincing were it not for the old frame the policy sits inside, which has a

  small, neat label reading:




  

    Presented to the George Inn by the


    Sun Life Assurance Society 23–4–1943.


  




  The George is no museum though: it’s a living, working pub. But it is still a monument, a lone survivor of past ages. There’s more of course – much more

  – the former bedrooms upstairs, the old lofts, the long-gone other wings and internal courtyard. We got a glimpse of all that in 1737, and we’ll be looking at them again later on.




  While I want to give you a good look around the building, the story of the George Inn isn’t just about that. Still, this setting, and this context, gives some big clues about why, if you

  decide that you’d like to write a history of one particular pub, this is a good one to choose.




  There are arguably more celebrated pubs, such as the Cheshire Cheese in Fleet Street, which boasts a list of literary giants among its regulars that the George could never match, or Ye Olde Trip

  in Nottingham, which can prove its lineage several centuries further back. But if you’re going to focus on the story of one pub, you’ve got to pick the one that lets you tell the best

  story. Its story is one that frequently wanders off the point in a tipsy fashion, before doggedly ignoring interruptions and getting back to what it was trying to say. If you’ve ever had a

  drunken conversation in a pub, you’ll soon feel like you’re on familiar ground. The mix of politics, glamour, theatre, sex, sin, commerce, architecture, nostalgia, celebrity and, er,

  road transport that congregates at the George Inn, Southwark, could keep us entertained by the taproom fireside for hours. Which is why, as we’re about to see, I am by no means the first to

  attempt to tell that story.
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  CHAPTER TWO: CONCERNING DATES, NAMES, MUTYA, HEIDI &C.
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          History consists of a series of accumulated imaginative inventions.




          (Voltaire)


        


      


    


  




   




  AS THE ROOM FILLED, the speaker consulting his (very copious) notes probably wished he were in a pub instead.




  George R. Corner FSA, a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries of London, was the special guest of the Surrey Archaeological Society, at their meeting on 12 May 1858 in a Southwark school hall.

  Why couldn’t they have followed the example of Corner’s own Society of Antiquaries? Back in 1707, its inaugural meeting had been at the Bear Tavern in the Strand. Later, it moved to the

  Young Devil Tavern. Even when the meetings were formalized ten years later, the first minutes show the society was incorporated at the Mitre Tavern in Fleet Street. Society meetings happened in

  pubs. That’s what you did. So why the blazes was this talk in a school?




  Especially given the topic of the speech.




  But the central hall of St Olave’s Grammar School, which taught without classrooms, was bigger than any room in a tavern or inn, and an awful lot of people were interested in what Mr

  Corner had to say. Victorian progress was starting to erase Old London, rewriting the city as if it were a blank page. The title of Mr Corner’s talk – ‘On Some Ancient Inns in

  Southwark’ – had caught the collective imagination of those who were starting to realize that something they had cheerfully taken for granted might be worthy of deeper study and

  reflection.




  Of course, within this seemingly obscure subject there were specific inns – one in particular – that everyone was most curious to hear about. The famous Tabard in the Borough High

  Street, a mere three hundred yards away from this school hall, simply had to be the first subject of Mr Corner’s remarks. He prefaced these remarks with modesty, saying, ‘So much has

  been written of this celebrated hostelry that the subject may be supposed to have been exhausted, and it may be considered presumptuous to attempt to tell anything not already known of the

  inn.’ Pretty much everyone who could read knew that English literature had effectively been born in Southwark’s (and arguably London’s) most famous hostelry, when Geoffrey Chaucer

  chose it as the departure point for his Canterbury pilgrims. But Mr Corner was merely teasing his audience: he went on to talk at great length about references to the Tabard in various historical

  records over the previous 500 years. Perhaps because it was owned originally by men of the church, and was therefore far more likely to have details of its circumstances written down, there was far

  more to say about this most famous of Southwark’s inns than any of its contemporaries.
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