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‌Introduction

    ‘It is not the walls that make the city, but the people who live within them.’


    George VI

    For all the noble churches and superb buildings that James Boswell observed on his arrival in eighteenth-century London, the fact that he noted the ‘variety of perfect and curious characters’ is a reminder that a city, any city, is nothing without its citizens. And assuming one accepts Disraeli’s famous description of the heart of the British Empire a hundred years later – as somewhere that provided ‘a roost for every bird’ – then London can fairly be said to have been the birthplace or the destination for birds of every feather.

    Choosing only a few dozen of them one cannot hope to tell the full story, but that was never the intention behind this book. Nor is A History of London in 50 Lives an attempt to describe only the most illustrious, notorious or obscure Londoners. Instead it comprises a personal selection of some of the more interesting figures from the last few hundred years: heroes and villains; well-known names alongside others who are far less so; men and women who were born in London and helped make it great, or those who came here from elsewhere and were themselves made by their time spent in this truly unique and special city.

    Reading the stories of any of these figures it is clear that however you view the place – as Disraeli’s modern Babylon, Arthur Conan Doyle’s great cesspool, or as it was for Herman Melville somewhere a man could easily disappear – King George was right. London’s story is the story of Londoners, born, made or adopted, and always was.

    DAVID LONG
www.davidlong.info

    ‌


‌Chapter 1

    
‌Mayfair and St James’s

    ‌

1. Napoleon III (1808–73)

    

    1c King Street, SW1

    The oldest shop in London is that of the hat maker James Lock in St James’s Street, and the second-oldest the wine merchants a few doors down the hill. Lettering outside Berry Bros. & Rudd proudly states ‘established in XVIIth Century’, and inside the panelled premises of the eighth-generation family firm are giant leather-bound ledgers containing the personal details of many distinguished customers including Lord Byron, Beau Brummell, George IV, King Louis-Philippe and Napoleon III.‌1

    The idea of a Frenchman buying wine in London (let alone a French king or an emperor) seems extraordinary until one walks around the corner into King Street. There, a nineteenth-century wall plaque – the only one in London to include the French imperial eagle – confirms that Napoleon III was not simply a customer but also one of the locals.

    As Prince Louis Napoleon, Bonaparte’s nephew and heir, he spent some years living in exile in St James’s, initially in Carlton House Terrace and then Carlton Gardens before taking on the lease of a new house in King Street in 1847. This was expensively fitted out as a shrine to his uncle, a place to display a large collection of various uniforms and other relics of Bonaparte’s ill-fated adventures across Europe. London looked on somewhat bemused, but as the young Frenchman seemed to pose no threat he was invited into society, while members of the Army & Navy Club (aka ‘The Rag’) on Pall Mall granted him honorary membership.

    More surprising, perhaps, as Europe was being rocked by revolution and London was hit by the Chartist riots of 1848, the future emperor enrolled briefly as a ‘special’ (an unpaid part-time police officer) before resigning and returning to France.

    He was elected president of the short-lived Second Republic the same year, and then following a coup d’état in 1851 and the creation of the Second Empire he ruled for nearly twenty years as Napoleon III. As the last Emperor of the French he enjoyed some success domestically, and sensibly proclaimed that L’Empire, c’est la paix (‘the Empire means peace’). Unfortunately he was unable to hold to this maxim, and proceeded to fight a great number of wars and on a mammoth scale – in the Crimea, Italy, Mexico, against Prussia and even Korea.

    
     Apres moi, l’omelette

     The last French monarch was by no means the only one to settle on British soil. The ‘citizen-king’ Louis Philippe spent fifteen years living in England: briefly resident in Bury St Edmunds, he moved to Surrey where he died in 1850. Before this Louis XVIII had leased Hartwell House in Buckinghamshire from 1809—14, a place so far beyond his means — despite being broke he arrived with a retinue of at least a hundred hangers-on — that he was forced to keep a flock of chickens. These he kept on the roof in order to prevent the various impecunious French nobles living in the surrounding cowsheds and pigsties from pinching his eggs.


    

    At one point he considered intervening for the Confederacy in the American Civil War, but inevitably it all proved too much. When the events of the Franco-Prussian War led to Napoleon III’s ignominious surrender at Sedan in 1870 – and at least forty thousand French casualties – the humiliation of being captured proved such a disaster nationally and personally that once released he was forced back into exile and fled back to London.

    Six months living as a German captive had left Napoleon a bitter, broken man, and for the remainder of his life – spent in England, with his wife Eugenie and his son – he was haunted by such regrets and memories of defeat that his last words (whispered to a doctor called to his deathbed) were ‘Etiez-vous à Sedan?’ – were you at Sedan?

    By this time the family, still very much insisting on the privileges of an imperial family, were settled at Camden Place in what is now Chislehurst, a suburb of Bromley. Napoleon was finished with society, and society was clearly finished with him, and two years after his return Napoleon III was laid to rest at the Catholic church of St Mary’s, Chislehurst.

    There is a strange footnote to the story. His widow, refusing to relinquish her husband’s imperial ambitions – and hit hard by their son’s death (while fighting for the British in the Zulu Wars) – decided to found a monastery at Farnborough in Hampshire. Intended for monks driven out of France by the anti-clerical edicts of the Third Republic, the plans included an imperial crypt to which the bodies of her husband and the so-called Prince Imperial were brought in 1888. Their tombs, and her own, can still be seen on public days, the monks staunchly defending recent moves from France to have all three bodies repatriated nearly a century and a half after they were sent into exile.

    ‌

2. Harry Gordon Selfridge (1858–1947)

    

    9 Fitzmaurice Place, Berkeley Square, W1

    ‘Only X shopping days before Christmas’ is a phrase to cheer the heart or chill the bones, depending on your mood. Either way, it was coined by the American-born retail magnate Harry Gordon Selfridge, one of many snappy and effective marketing slogans he came up with – ‘the customer is never wrong’ is thought to be another – most of which were quickly borrowed and adapted by his rivals.

    A partner in the US giant Marshall Field (still with us, as part of the Macy’s and Bloomingdale’s empire) Selfridge and his wife arrived in Mayfair in the early 1900s. Unimpressed by the quality of London department stores he decided to establish his own, ploughing an estimated £400,000 (equivalent to more than £120 million today) into a large plot on what was then a decidedly unfashionable stretch of Oxford Street. The result was the building familiar to visitors today, its giant Ionic columns the work of architects R.F. Atkinson and Thomas Smith Tait (and influenced by those of an Edwardian extension to the British Museum). A clock forms its centrepiece, nearly three and a half metres in diameter and called The Queen of Time.

    Selfridge’s own sense of timing was impeccable, and in the early days he was a canny and highly perceptive operator. An early advocate of paid advertising, he also recognized that a generation of newly emancipated women looked upon shopping as a recreation not a chore, and so worked tirelessly to promote Selfridges as a destination rather than a mere shop. He also lobbied hard to get the nearest underground station renamed Selfridges, and even when his friend Lord Ashfield, managing director of‌ the Underground Electric Railway Company, decided to stick with the name Bond Street serious consideration was given to running a private tunnel from the escalators right into the store.

    
     Selfridge sees the light


     Selfridge frequently called on new technologies to boost his business. In 1909 Louis Blériot’s aeroplane went on display in the store shortly after the Frenchman had become the first to fly across the English Channel, and more than 150,000 Londoners queued up to see it. In 1925 the Scottish inventor John Logie Baird was paid £25 per week to demonstrate his new machine to customers, Selfridge seeing at once that what its creator called the ‘Televisor’ was not simply a toy but ‘a link between all peoples of the world’. Four years later, to celebrate the store’s twentieth anniversary, the exterior was lit up by an unprecedented display of more than thirty thousand electric light bulbs. And in 2000, to mask the scaffolding while its huge façade was being restored, Selfridges commissioned the world’s largest and longest ever photograph from artist Sam Taylor-Wood. Nearly one thousand feet long, the artist’s modern interpretation of the Parthenon frieze depicted twenty-one contemporary personalities, including Elton John, the actress Jane Horrocks and the dancer Stephen Galloway.


    

    Selfridge was also a great innovator. In 1910 his emporium became the first in the world to have a ground floor beauty department, and today – when almost every rival has followed suit – its beauty hall is still the world’s largest (it sells more than 7,700 lipsticks, 2,800 mascaras and 1,000 nail polishes every week). For years the store ran its own private Information Bureau, equipped with more books than many borough libraries and with a trained staff dedicated to finding answers to literally any question a customer might put to them. Movie directors were also invited to film scenes in the store, providing yet more valuable publicity for the company, as indeed they still are. (A recent memorable example is Richard Curtis’s hit Love Actually in 2003, in which Rowan Atkinson’s maddeningly meticulous service after he enquires of Alan Rickman’s agitated customer ‘Would you like it gift wrapped?’ beautifully demonstrates the accessible luxury of the Selfridges experience.)

    Already rich when he arrived in London the popularity and runaway success of the new venture made Selfridge richer still, and following the death of his wife (in the 1918 flu pandemic) he settled down to enjoy it in fine Mayfair style. For a while he flirted with the idea of building a huge square tower on top of the store, one that would have dominated the whole of the West End had not his architect warned that it was so massive that the entire edifice would have collapsed under its own weight.

    Instead, in the absence of such an obvious monument, a Blue Plaque at 9 Fitzmaurice Place is now all there is to give one an indication of the scale on which he chose to spend his fortune. Today home to the Lansdowne Club, this was once a truly magnificent Adam mansion with wings either side of the main Palladian block and private gardens so extensive that even into the twentieth century it could still be described as ‘secluded’. The house had been built for the fabulously rich Marquess of Bute (1713–92), Britain’s first Scottish prime minister, but was then sold to William, Earl of Shelburne who renamed it after himself when he was created Marquess of Lansdowne.

    Its façade and wings have since been demolished to make way for a road cut through from Berkeley Square to Curzon Street and Piccadilly in the 1930s. When Selfridge took over the lease in 1921, however, Robert Adam’s masterpiece was still very much one of the great houses of Mayfair, and Selfridge’s period as its custodian was to scandalize London society. (Even more so, it was said, than his decision in 1922 to dress his waitresses in racy trouser suits instead of skirts so that they could hurry more quickly to and from the kitchen.)

    The cause of the scandal this time was his love life, which included affairs with a divorcée (heiress Syrie Barnardo Wellcome, who later married the writer Somerset Maugham) and the Dolly Sisters, a fashionable pair of cabaret artistes of middle-European origins. The idea of cabaret girls was in itself sufficient to make many a dowager feel faint; what made Selfridge’s behaviour even more outré was that when discreet enquiries were made to determine which sister he was actually having the affair with – Jenny or Rosie – all the evidence seemed to suggest that he was carrying on with both of them simultaneously.

    While the girls gambled recklessly, Selfridge spent in much the same wild manner on lavish parties. Fleets of Rolls-Royces were used to ferry his friends to race meetings and country house weekends, and for a while he even entertained a truly mad plan to build himself a castle in Hampshire surrounded by more than four miles of high stone wall.

    It was all so deliciously decadent, typically 1920s and oh-so-Mayfair, but also horrifyingly expensive. Unfortunately, taking his eye off the ball in this way also meant that control of Oxford Street’s mightiest retail phenomenon gradually slipped from its founder’s grasp and, deftly outmanoeuvred by his fellow directors, he was drummed out of the firm. With his fortune further diminished by the Depression of the 1930s, the great Harry Gordon Selfridge, incredibly, fell into debt. In 1947 he died a poor man, living in a tiny flat across the river in Putney.

    ‌

3. Nancy Astor (1879–1964)

    

    4 St James’s Square, SW1

    The second lady MP and the first to take her seat in Parliament, Lady Astor was such an energetic Hitler appeaser, so famously stern and aggressively teetotal that it is tempting to wonder what she would make of her London home these days. No. 4 St James’s Square, a precious and unique early eighteenth-century survivor complete with an extensive garden and its own mews, is now home to the Naval & Military Club. There are today a few female members, it is true, but most of the members in the club’s illustrious 150-year history have been chaps, the vast majority coming to sit in one of its three bars, order a round of drinks and enjoy each other’s company. Very few, one suspects, would have been in favour of sitting down for a parley with Mr Hitler.

    
     Make mine a double

     They say you can tell a man (or woman) by the company he keeps, but not all of Nancy Astor’s house guests respected her high-minded stance on the drinking of alcohol. The notorious British fascist leader Sir Oswald Mosley and his wife were good friends but routinely smuggled in a secret supply of Martinis whenever they came to stay. Another guest — the reviled Nazi diplomat Joachim von Ribbentrop, who for a while lived round the corner in Carlton House Terrace — was previously employed as a champagne salesman.


    

    Nancy and her husband Waldorf, 2nd Viscount Astor were in residence for much of the first half of the twentieth century however, using the house as their London base and a refuge from the improvements being carried out at Cliveden, their country home on the banks of the Thames. (Keen to keep the public out of the estate after buying it from the 2nd Duke of Westminster, Astor became known to locals by the nickname ‘Walled-Orf’.)

    As well as an obvious meeting place for what became known as the Cliveden Set, a group of prominent right-wing Germanophiles keen to foster friendly relations with Hitler and his circle, the spacious London house was an essential adjunct to Nancy’s parliamentary career. Convenient for the Palace of Westminster, it was also sufficiently grand to enable her to play the role of political hostess at what was to become one of the more significant, if controversial, political salons of the 1930s. To accomplish all this required a considerable fortune, which luckily the Waldorf inheritance was able to supply – but also Nancy’s very considerable drive and intelligence.

    Once in Parliament Lady Astor achieved relatively little of lasting note, never holding high office and today being remembered more for being elected than for her achievements once she was sworn in. She was nevertheless a fascinating individual, and a mass of intriguing contradictions. Personally she was actively religious, somewhat reserved and something of a prude; yet in public her conversation was sharply witty and frequently quite saucy. Like her husband she was an American through and through, but like Waldorf she slipped happily into English habits, and clearly enjoyed the culture and accoutrements of a traditional Edwardian’s aristocratic way of life.

    As a Christian Scientist Nancy did not approve of medical intervention, yet she was happy for Cliveden to be used during the Second World War as a hospital for wounded Canadian soldiers. Similarly, whilst she was absolutely one of the genuine pioneers when it came to advancing the cause of women in politics, she was regarded as out of touch by the women of the suffragette movement and as being too upper class. But perhaps most worrying of all was that towards the end of the war, having acknowledged that she and her fellow appeasers had been wrong to call for peace talks with the Nazis, she stigmatized the 8th Army, Britain’s legendary Desert Rats.

    Calling them ‘D-Day dodgers’ in a public speech, suggesting they had ducked the real war in France in favour of a softer option, she also went to great lengths to express a preference for First World War wounded whenever she was confronted by the injured of the Second World War.

    Inevitably such views did not endear her to the voting public, and by the time her husband persuaded her to step down in 1945 the Tory Party had already come to regard her increasingly as an electoral liability. Thereafter, her long-standing antipathy towards Catholics – including her own daughter-in-law – came to embrace many other ethnic and religious minorities. 

    New York, she felt, had become too ‘Jewish and foreign’, and on at least one occasion she told a group of African Americans that they should be grateful for the slave trade as it had been their path to Christianity. (A class of black students were likewise advised to try to become more like the servants she remembered from her own childhood, an especially obnoxious comment coming from the daughter of a slave owner.)

    Having also fallen out with her husband when his own politics gradually shifted to the left, her later years saw her become a bitter and solitary old lady. This was perhaps no more than she deserved, although as she preferred to see it, ‘Pioneers may be picturesque figures, but they are often rather lonely ones.’

    ‌

4. Jimi Hendrix (1942–70) & George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)

    

    23 Brook Street, W1

    [image: 49733.jpg]


    Hendrix famously died in a bedroom at the exotically named Samarkand Hotel at 22 Lansdowne Crescent, W11 but for two key years in his brief, meteoric career he lived in Mayfair, occupying a small flat in part of what for nearly forty years had been the home of the royal kapellmeister George Frideric Handel.

    It is said that when the gifted but impressionable young American discovered that some crazy famous classical cat had lived and composed in the very same building, he went straight out and bought a copy of the Messiah. He reportedly played the record over and over, and even now some amateur musicologists claim to find parallels between sequences in Handel’s great work and particular riffs on some of their hero’s London recordings.

    
     Jimi’s first and last


     Hendrix’s last London gig is a matter of record: it was at Ronnie Scott’s in Soho, where he sat in with Eric Burdon’s band War a couple of nights before he died. His first gig is far harder to prove with any certainty, although a leading contender is a club called The Scotch of St James. Situated just off St James’s Square in Mason’s Yard, this was a small but well-known 1960s landmark. Everyone from The Beatles to The Who played the intimate basement at some time or other and it is thought to have been the location of Jimi’s first impromptu gig, which followed his arrival in England in 1966.


    

    At the time of Handel’s death in 1759 in a first-floor bedroom, he and his family had been paying £60 a year for what was then quite a substantial terraced property. That he was buried in Westminster Abbey speaks volumes for the high regard in which he was held, an accolade only slightly spoiled by the decision of the sculptor Louis-François Roubiliac to model the ears of his effigy on those belonging to a young lady friend because, as an artist, he found the size and form of Handel’s own ears to be unacceptable.

    In Germany nearly half a century earlier Handel had secured the post of chapel master to Georg, Elector of Hanover. In 1714 the prince became King George I of Great Britain and Ireland, by which time Handel was already calling Mayfair home and living on a pension of £200 per year from Queen Anne.

    Handel’s assimilation into London society was rapid and total, with commissions from many nobles, important duties at the new Royal Academy of Music, and prestigious performances of his work each year for the Foundling Hospital. Indeed, many of his compositions are now so ingrained in the British national psyche – besides popular favourites such as the Messiah and his Water Music, Handel’s Zadok the Priest has been performed at every coronation since 1727 – that it is sometimes forgotten that he was German by birth.

    Some time after his death the property was subdivided into two houses (now Nos. 23 and 25) and later still into shops and several smaller dwellings. Hendrix and his girlfriend Kathy Etchingham moved into one of the latter in 1968, paying £30 per week for what in Handel’s day would have been a couple of servants’ rooms in the attic. Hendrix loved it, calling the little garret ‘the first little home of my own’, and when possible the two of them would watch Coronation Street, Jimi being something of an Ena Sharples fan. When he died on 18 September 1970 his name was still on the lease.

    With its twin Blue Plaques (Jimi’s being the first one to commemorate a rock-and-roll star) the building provides a more solid link between the two musicians than the aforementioned riffs, as well as making a pairing that is sufficiently unexpected as to charm many passers-by. Unlike a lot of the buildings in this book, this one can actually be visited, and a painstaking restoration of the half that is now the Handel House Museum means it gives one a fine impression of how it must have appeared in the 1750s.

    The restoration of Handel’s house means, of course, that there is no longer any trace of Hendrix or of Kathy – the attic is now used for administration and storage – although in 2010 the museum put on a temporary exhibition of Jimi memorabilia, including one of his trademark soft felt hats, a sunburst orange jacket, travel directions to the Isle of Wight (for the festival) and, perhaps the best of all, a small fragment of paper torn from a pad at the Hyde Park Towers hotel on which are written a few lines from ‘Third Stone from the Sun’.

    Like Handel, Hendrix was already fairly famous when he arrived in London but, again like Handel, it was his time in England that turned him into a genuine star: hits such as ‘Hey Joe’ and ‘Purple Haze’ meant that when he travelled back home to the United States he was a much bigger noise than when he had left it. In other words, London cannot quite claim to have made Jimi Hendrix but certainly it was his gigs at the likes of the Marquee and the Astoria, Brixton Road’s Ram Jam Club and the Royal Albert Hall that nourished his reputation. (Let’s not forget either that the other two members of the Jimi Hendrix Experience were both British, musicians who had already made their names tramping the London scene.)

    In a way, and which many now take for granted, the guitarist’s sudden death at just twenty-seven years old placed him among the immortals. It also qualified him for founder membership of the rock aristocracy’s strangest club – sitting alongside Brian Jones, Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, the Grateful Dead’s ‘Pigpen’ McKernan and others, all of whom died at precisely the same young age. The circumstances of Hendrix’s death remain controversial to this day, however. Officially, the greatest guitar player in history choked on vomit after taking nine sleeping pills – surprisingly there was no evidence of addiction to illegal drugs – and the coroner recorded an open verdict on a death certificate that was also, briefly, displayed at his old Mayfair address.

    ‌


‌Chapter 2

    
‌Spitalfields and the City

    ‌

5. ‌John Stow (c.1525–1605)

    

    St Andrew Undershaft, St Mary Axe, EC3
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    Towards the end of his life Stow was said to be so poor that he was only half-joking when he sought business advice from beggars, and he was saved from utter penury only by an order from James I permitting him to solicit from ‘amongst our loving subjects’ voluntary contributions and ‘kind gratuities’.

    He was nevertheless one of the earliest and most celebrated chroniclers of London and his massively detailed Survey of London has rarely if ever been out of print (in more than four hundred years). He is also one of only a handful of individuals whose lives are officially commemorated in one of the small but colourful pieces of ceremonial that make up the City of London’s annual calendar.

    Each year the Lord Mayor of London, attended by other city officials and grandees, replaces a quill in the alabaster hand of Stow’s effigy in the church of St Andrew Undershaft. The ceremony takes place on or near 5 April – the day of Stow’s death – the church in question being the historian’s parish church. (It is also a rare survivor of the Great Fire, the Blitz and in the 1990s several well-funded attacks on the Square Mile by Irish republicans.)

    Stow was a Londoner of long descent, the son and grandson of a Cornhill tallow-chandler who though apprenticed to a merchant tailor developed a strong, life-long interest in historical and antiquarian matters. Working as a tailor for more than thirty years he was also responsible for a number of significant publications, starting in his mid-twenties with an expanded edition of Chaucer’s verse, and with copies of his original Survey first offered for sale in 1598.

    This, his masterwork, was possibly produced only as a diversion from his other labours but, like the diary of Samuel Pepys, his wide interests, a highly retentive memory and a skill for shaping a narrative imbued its two volumes with a vibrancy that makes the Survey a unique document of life in Tudor London. It was also helpful that its author enjoyed such a long life, so that towards the end of his time Stow was able, for example, to recall meeting in his youth individuals who could in turn remember the future Richard III when he was still just a ‘comely prince’.

    Like others writing about London before and since, much of the legwork for the volumes required Stow to explore individual city wards and parishes at length and on foot. Here an undoubted eye for detail was further supplemented by many hours spent researching old City of London records and documents, the antiquarian in Stow searching for the information needed to flesh out the evidence of his own eyes. Significantly these included many old monastic muniments, the precious contents of which might otherwise have been lost were it not for Stow’s analysis and commentary.

    This combination of what Stow himself described as ‘many a weary mile’s travel’ and ‘many a cold winter night’s study’ produced something quaint but still entertaining and hugely informative. The writing mixes fact with anecdote, and description with opinion, in a manner that a more serious scholar might have questioned. But in describing so many aspects of London life, Stow’s Survey provides a genuinely unique record of the architecture of the walled city during the reign of Elizabeth I, as well as the living conditions of its people and many of its social customs.

    
     An empty tomb


     
The picture of Stow that emerges from his own writing and that of his biographers is of an attractive man, one who ‘lived peacefully, and died of the stone collicke, being four score yeare of age’. He was buried in his parish church of St Andrew Undershaft, beneath a large memorial of Derbyshire marble and alabaster. Erected by his wife Elizabeth in 1605, and restored by the Merchant Taylors’ Company three hundred years later, it shows him seated in his study, surrounded by his books and writing a manuscript. It is one of the most celebrated monuments in the City of London, but sadly there is no body beneath it. Having complained so bitterly during his lifetime at the way in which the bodies of the ‘ancient dead’ were thrown out to make room for others, Stow’s grave was itself ‘spoiled of his injured remains by certain men in the year 1732’. Both box and bones were discarded, and John Stow must be presumed to be lost forever.





     
    

    That he covers so much ground in such minute and vivid detail means it is possible even now to follow his perambulations around the city, and to do so whilst hearing his voice describing what he can see. He complains about rising prices of everything from beef to soap, and new building developments – precisely the sort of stuff, in other words, which exercises Londoners today. The portrait he paints is one of a growing, successful and highly energetic city, a place where no sooner does one building come down than another goes up in its place. Like many Londoners today, he may not have liked much of what he saw and there is plenty of regret about what was being lost; but as many do today, he accepts change as the only constant and gets on with his life.

    Notwithstanding the continuing penury of its author, the Survey must be adjudged a considerable commercial success, and indeed it was expanded and reissued within a very few years of its publication. Following Stow’s death the process continued, and it was printed and reprinted on a regular basis, often edited, corrected and expanded by others who, as Stow might have done, could describe London as ‘being birthplace and breeder to us’. Today, much like the diary of Samuel Pepys, it is the detail that makes it such an invaluable historical document and such a compelling read.

    ‌

6. ‌Sir Hiram S. Maxim (1840–1916)

    

    57d Hatton Garden, EC1

    Profoundly deaf in later life as a direct result of his early experiments with things that go bang, Maxim’s legacy is an especially deadly one. As he lay dying in south London in November 1916 so too did hundreds of thousands in northern France, the Battle of the Somme alone seeing more than one million young men cut down in the trenches by a myriad variations of the more-than-usually lethal weapon that bore his name.

    American-born but resident in England for almost half his life, Maxim took British citizenship in 1900 and was knighted the following year. His machine wasn’t the first – London lawyer James Puckle patented one as long ago as 17182 – but Maxim’s was more efficient, much more deadly, and it soon conquered the world. He always claimed that his inspiration was a throwaway comment from an acquaintance, a suggestion that in pursuit of a fortune he should ‘invent something that will enable these Europeans to cut each others’ throats with greater facility’. The truth, however, was that he already had solid family connections with the arms business, and that both his father and brother were inventors specializing in military explosives.

    Married twice – possibly bigamously – Maxim settled in West Norwood but it was in his workshop at Hatton Garden that he put into practice his brilliant concept for using the energy from a gun’s recoil to reload and ready it to be fired again. Once perfected, the result was the world’s first truly automatic weapon, a device capable of discharging a horrifying five hundred rounds per minute.

    
     More riding than flying

     
Aside from the gun that bears his name one of Maxim’s most successful creations was his so-called Captive Flying Machine, an amusement park ride that he created primarily to fund his more serious work. It is credited with generating genuine public interest in powered flight — an area he personally found to be hugely exciting — although Maxim himself experienced a rare failure when attempting on his own account to build practical flying machines for public sale.

In an effort to get properly airborne he is thought to have made a substantial investment of more than £20,000 in the 1890s, all of it from his own funds. But in truth his dreams were running far ahead of technology and even the huge 110-foot wingspan Maxim envisaged for his new, pilotless aeroplane was not sufficient to offset the very considerable weight of the steam engines fitted either side of the fuselage. A 3.5 ton prototype was completed, and on its third attempt is said by some to have lifted a few feet above the ground. Unfortunately, when it crashed back down to earth it was badly damaged, and its creator lost interest in the idea from that point on.



     
    

    Bizarrely, various working prototypes of the gun were tested in the garden of the house at West Norwood, its creator thoughtfully placing announcements in local newspapers on firing days to remind neighbours to keep their windows open in order to avoid the danger of them being shattered by force of the blast. Carefully posed photographs from this period show the weapon in all its polished, brassy glory, the inventor proudly perched on its firing seat but looking decidedly out of place with his immaculate white beard and hair and in formal morning dress.

    During his years in London Maxim patented several different versions of the gun – ‘gas, recoil and blow-back’ – each of which depended on a single automatic action to close the breech and to compress a spring thereby using the recoil energy from one shot to prepare the gun for the next one. By 1883 a working version was in full production and on sale, one of Maxim’s earliest customers being the journalist and explorer Henry Morton Stanley, who took one with him on his expedition to find David Livingstone.

    First seen in action in the Boer War, within less than a decade the Maxim gun was in service with both the British Army and the Royal Navy. In such hands it proved to be an invaluable asset, Britain possessing a large empire it needed to protect and still demonstrating a desire to expand. With demand rising, and the London workshop soon too small to cope, the Maxim Gun Company quickly relocated to Kent. Eventually it was to merge with Vickers, a large and successful armaments firm that survived until the tail end of the twentieth century.

    It was the gun, of course, which made Maxim’s name and his fortune, but as the aforementioned fairground ride suggests, Sir Hiram was a tireless and indefatigable inventor of much else besides. Above all he delighted in finding sound, commercial solutions to the problems that beset the public, and even as a teenager had built mousetraps able automatically to reset themselves. He managed to sell early versions to local mill owners, afterwards filing the first of more than 270 individual patents that would bear his name. (Sadly there is no evidence, referencing Ralph Waldo Emerson, that the world ever beat a path to his door as a consequence; but then the United States Patent and Trademark Office is known to have nearly 4,500 designs on its books for improved mousetraps of this kind.)

    Maxim’s other inventions included an electric light bulb with a carbon filament – making him one of nearly two dozen inventors whose designs predate those of Thomas Edison – as well as an electric pressure regulator, which won him the first of many international awards, the French Legion d’honneur. In his London workshop he also created a more efficient type of gun cartridge, one that used a new smokeless powder called cordite, enabling a concealed soldier to fire at an enemy without giving away his position.

    In the final analysis the Wright Brothers beat him into the air, and Edison definitely stole his thunder with a better light bulb. But even with just the gun to his name one cannot readily deny that Maxim served his adopted country well, and with it the great British Empire. The slaughter of the Somme was still years away and would be horrific, but a knighthood seemed assured. Towards the end of Queen Victoria’s reign she agreed that the American-born pioneer should have one, and when she died before it could be conferred it was left to Edward VII to do the honours.

    ‌

7. George Fabian Lawrence (1862–1939)

    

    30–32 Cheapside, City of London, EC2

    Known to all as ‘Stony Jack’, the asthmatic Lawrence was a pawnbroker as well as an antiquities dealer and collector based in south London. He rose to prominence for his shady if reasonably well-intentioned role in the quiet transfer of a priceless collection of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century jewels to what is now the Museum of London.

    Deriving its name from one of the principal thoroughfares of the Square Mile, the Cheapside Hoard was uncovered by workmen engaged in demolishing a small cluster of decayed properties that formed part of London’s medieval Goldsmith’s Row. The find, conceivably the most important from London’s soil in two thousand years, was made in the summer of 1912 when navvies working at the site stumbled upon a veritable Aladdin’s cave of treasure.

    Strictly speaking, the more than four hundred pieces of Elizabethan and Jacobean jewellery should have been handed straight to the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths. As freeholder, the liverymen had inserted a clause in the demolition agreement requiring exactly this of ‘any antiquities and articles and objects of interest or value’.

    Nothing of the sort happened. Stony Jack was already a well-known figure in dark corners of the city and would frequently loiter at demolition sites chatting to the workmen, having long ago let it be known that he could be helpful to them. He was, as one put it, ‘the bloke at Wandsworth who buys old stones and bits of pottery … he’s a good sport. If you dig up an old pot or a coin and take it to him he’ll tell you what it is and buy it off you.’ Crucially, even if the object in question was rubbish, Stony Jack would still stump up the price of a half pint of beer.

    He knew the navvies well and the navvies knew him, and every few days he could be spotted on a building site or round the corner in a pub transacting a little business over a glass or two. Little wonder, then, that when the men hit the jackpot – ‘we’ve struck a toy shop, I thinks guv’nor’, is how one of them put it – their first thought was to call in on Lawrence.

    To his credit his first thought was of the new London Museum, which was soon to open in St James’s. In great secrecy it was arranged for the haul to be removed to the home of one of the trustees. At his house in Berkeley Square Lewis Victor Harcourt MP – Loulou to his chums, and later the 1st Viscount Harcourt – instructed Lawrence to pay off the navvies and to secure the collection as quietly as possible. For this Stony Jack was to be made Inspector of Excavations, a new and prestigious post presumably cooked up on the spot.

    Among the first of very few visitors allowed to see the hoard were the king and queen. Then, with almost indecent haste, it was agreed that the collection should be donated to the museum, with Harcourt named as the donor. No consideration was given to the Goldsmiths and their contract, nor was an inquest ever held into the jewels’ provenance, which ordinarily would have seen them transferred to the rival British Museum. (This assumes, as one must, that the Cheapside Hoard would have been declared treasure trove.)

    That a certain amount of skulduggery was involved there is no doubt, and not just on the part of Stony Jack. He gained instant respectability from his new role and a certain amount of cash after selling a piece (that he had somehow been allowed to keep) to the Victoria and Albert Museum. Harcourt, meanwhile, gained the glory due to a big benefactor, and perhaps that peerage too. And, of course, the navvies got their free beer. But by far the biggest winner was the Museum of London – a later amalgamation of the London and Guildhall museums – and for that, more than a hundred years later, we still have Stony Jack to thank.

    ‌

8. Polly the Parrot (1884–1926)

    

    Wine Office Court, Fleet Street, EC4

    At the nascent British Broadcasting Corporation, 1926 has gone down in history as the year that the dour Lord Reith issued his famous edict requiring newsreaders to wear dinner jackets even though they were appearing on the wireless. Someone high up at the BBC must have had something of a sense of humour even then, however, for it was also the year that its service broadcast the obituary of a mere parrot.

    Eventually stuffed and mounted in a glass case displayed in the ground floor tap room of one of London’s most historic old taverns, the bird was notorious for entertaining visitors to the bar at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese. Despite the name, Polly was actually a cock bird, and for four decades he was one of the pub’s most celebrated characters – no mean feat in a place where the roster of drinkers over the years included the likes of Charles Dickens, Oliver Goldsmith, Mark Twain, Alfred Lord Tennyson, G.K. Chesterton and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

    
     London’s mightiest pudding

     Regulars even now call Polly’s old haunt ‘the House’ and it is still a popular place for lunch among those working in the area, although sadly the bill of fare no longer features the savoury suet pudding for which it was once famous. According to nineteenth-century sources each one had a cooked weight in excess of fifty pounds, took nearly a day and a night to boil, and had ‘entombed therein beefsteaks, kidneys, oysters, larks, mushrooms and wondrous spices and gravies, the secret of which is known only to the compounder’. It was said at the time that the aroma on a breezy day reached as far as the Stock Exchange.


    

    Samuel Johnson was almost certainly another regular – not least, perhaps, as of his seventeen London addresses the only one still standing is just around the corner in Gough Square. Rather disappointingly there is no documentary evidence for this, but Johnson liked pubs, this one was his local, and it has long been popular with hacks. That said, it is wholly unlikely that the doctor sat in here consuming ale and biscuits whilst mulling over particularly tricky definitions for his famous dictionary, although the myth that he did has proved an enduring one and is an attractive image to ponder whilst in one of the pub’s several pleasantly gloomy panelled rooms.

    The pub itself is one of London’s oldest, dating from just after the Great Fire although the underpinnings are far older than this and the cellars are thought once to have been part of a thirteenth-century Carmelite monastery. An early, pre-Great Fire landlord was Thomas Cheshire, hence the pub’s name, and it was one of his successors who introduced Polly to the place in the 1880s. Much of Polly’s appeal depended on his very considerable vocabulary, a lot of it decidedly blue in tone. Besides impersonating customers, the bird’s chief party trick was to imitate the sound of a champagne cork being drawn from a bottle.

    This last attribute most famously came into its own in November 1918. As Londoners celebrated the armistice, legend has it that Polly almost expired after heroically mimicking no fewer than four hundred times the sound of a cork popping. With Fleet Street’s finest there to witness this extraordinary achievement, Polly’s reputation as one of London’s great eccentrics was thus assured. His death, when it came eight years later, was marked not only by Lord Reith’s po-faced BBC but in obituaries in more than two hundred newspapers across the English-speaking world.

    ‌

9. David Rodinsky (1925–69)

    

    19 Princelet Street, E1

    Was he tall, short, educated, uneducated, well-heeled or on his uppers, a rare and insightful scholar or maybe just simple-minded? Not much is known with any certainty about David Rodinsky, aside from the fact that he lived in a cluttered garret above an old synagogue in London’s East End – and that then, suddenly, he didn’t.

    The subject of an unusual and fascinating book by artist Rachel Lichtenstein and psychogeographer Iain Sinclair (Rodinsky’s Room, published 1999), in 1969 the middle-aged Rodinsky seemed to disappear without a trace. For more than ten years the attic room he had occupied remained locked and undisturbed – his books, maps and papers lying haphazardly on every surface together with scrappy disconnected notes, many of which were scrawled in obscure and moribund languages. It was even said, by one of the witnesses to the moment when the chaotic time capsule was finally breached in 1980, that an impression left by Rodinsky’s head was still visible on the pillow of the unmade single bed.

    As mysterious in his way as Kaspar Hauser or D.B. Cooper, the bare facts might not alone have turned Rodinsky into legend or enabled him to become part of East End folklore. He was nevertheless co-opted into the area’s modern mythology, much like Jack the Ripper had been many decades earlier and, later, the Krays. It helped that there were witnesses willing to share their own fragmentary memories of the disappeared man, but it was abundantly clear, however, that no one in the neighbourhood was even close to assembling these into the story of a life.

    Lichtenstein set out to do this, and over many months she was able to do so although the story that emerged was far from happy and poses almost as many questions as it answers. Like many in this very fluid part of London, Rodinsky was born into a family of refugees, in this case from Ukraine. His was an Orthodox family who moved into an area that over hundreds of years had absorbed communities of Protestants from France and Muslims from the Indian subcontinent as well as tens of thousands of Jews from the Russian Empire. By the time of Rodinsky’s birth (in 1925) the latter grouping accounted for more than 90 per cent of the local population, many of them crammed into the once elegant former homes of Huguenot weavers – tall, narrow townhouses that had been divided and subdivided as the population swelled.
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