A walk from Charing Cross to St Paul’s
Updated: 24 May 2020
Length: About 2½ miles
Duration: Around 2½ hours

“In the 1660s London dominated England’s political and economic life
and, with a population of 450,000, was the fourth largest city in the
world. Early Stuart London was made up of two districts – the City of
London, a crowded square mile within the City walls, surrounded by
fields and heathland, and to the west the village of Charing Cross and
then Westminster.”

GETTING HERE
The walk can start at either Charing Cross station or Embankment station.
If you are arriving by bus or on foot, then I suggest you head for Charing Cross station and
turn down Villiers Street, which is on the left side of the station.
If you are arriving at Charing Cross tube station, then follow the signs to Charing Cross
National Rail station and then take Exit 2, marked Villiers Street and turn to the right down
Villiers Street.
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Walk down Villiers Street and when you reach the end of the row of shops and restaurants on
the left-hand side, turn into the narrow gateway and walk down the flight of steps and along the
terraced passageway known as Watergate Walk.
If you’ve arrived at the Embankment station
From Embankment Station leave via the left-hand exit (not the riverside) and walk up Villiers
Street. Pass the two sets of gates that lead into the Victoria Gardens. When you reach the little
stand-alone snacks and sweets shop turn right through the narrow gate and walk down the
steps into Watergate Walk, passing Gordon’s Wine Bar on the left. Continue then as from Charing
Cross Station above.

INTRODUCTION TO CHARING CROSS
In case you’re wondering where the name ‘Charing’ comes from – it is an old English word
meaning ‘turning’ and refers to the bend in the River Thames close by the station. The ‘Cross’
however, refers to the ‘Eleanor Cross’. Eleanor of Castile, who was the wife of Edward l, had
unexpectedly died in 1290 whilst on a visit to Lincoln, and her distraught husband, asked for a
‘cross’ to be erected at each place her body rested at night on the journey from Lincoln to
London. However, the ‘Cross’, situated on the left-hand side of the forecourt of the railway
station, is not the original, but a replica erected in the Victorian era.

Route map 1

STARTING THE WALK
At the beginning of Watergate Walk you’ll see the entrance to the fascinating and historic
Gordon’s Wine Bar – it’s through the unassuming doorway on your left and down several steps.
It’s small and rather cramped inside, but as you’ll have already noticed, they have the use of
Watergate Walk – you’ll see the line of tables and chairs, which most evenings of the week are
packed with customers.
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It’s the oldest wine bar in London and has been in its present form since 1890. It is a true wine
bar: there really are no beers or spirits, though it has a wide selection of sherry and port. It
serves simple, but wholesome food – platters of cold meats, pies or cheese, with a wide range of
salad. The bar is popular with all ages, no doubt as a result of its unique atmosphere, in which
time seems to have stood still. As you enter the bar you find yourself in a room with old wooden
walls covered in historical newspaper cuttings and memorabilia and rickety candle lit tables, but
it is fortunate in being able to use the walkway outside, which, regardless of the weather, always
seems a popular place to sit. Gordon’s is open daily from 11am to 11pm.
Although Gordon’s Wine Bar didn’t actually open as a wine bar until 1890, the ‘original’ Arthur
Gordon’ was a ‘Free Vintner’, and as such able to set up and sell wine anywhere without applying
for a license. This was as a result of a Charter given to the Vintners by Edward III in 1364 because
of his financial embarrassment at being unable to repay a loan made by the Vintners to him
some years earlier.
In the 1680s the building was used as a lodging house and was home for a short while to Samuel
Pepys. In 1820 it became a warehouse for seedsman, which ended in 1864 when the
embankment was constructed, and it no longer had direct access to the river for the loading and
unloading of seeds. It was after this that Gordon’s Wine Bar opened, whilst the upper rooms
were again used for lodging. Indeed, the building then became known as Kipling House because
Rudyard Kipling wrote his book ‘The Light That Failed’ in the rooms in which he lived above the
bar. It is said that both Kipling and GK Chesterton wrote some of their works in the little parlour
of the wine bar.
When the bar closed for six months in 1995 for a revamp, the owner Luis Gordon apparently
declared that he didn’t want a single cobweb to be moved! However, a compromise was said to
have been agreed with the health inspectors, who said that the dust should at least be
‘stabilised’.
Just a few yards along on your right is a large Italianate archway. This is the York Water Gate,
built in 1626 to provide access to the river from York House, built on the Strand which runs
behind here, in the 13th century as the London residence of the Bishop of York. It later became
the home of George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, after whom the street you have just
walked down is named. As you can see, the gate has been well-preserved.
The Strand was a popular site from the 1100s onwards for the mansions of bishops and later,
wealthy aristocrats. Being so close to the River Thames (the name ‘Strand’ means land alongside
a river) and well-situated between the City of London and the City of Westminster, meant they
could more easily travel by boat from their own landing stage, rather than use the roads which
were in such a poor condition; many were impassable in bad weather. However, when you see
how far away the Thames now is from these steps, it is hard to imagine that the Duke used to be
able to step directly into his boat! (I explain about the construction of the Embankment and its
gardens in the 1860s in the appendix).
These grand houses and mansions were eventually demolished by developers and speculators
who realised they could build many houses on the enormous plots; for example York House was
demolished in 1675. All that’s now left to remind us of those once magnificent estates are their
names as many of the surrounding streets were named after them – Arundel House, Essex
House, Norfolk House and Savoy Palace for example.
Walk through the smaller side gate immediately before the archway and go down the
steps. The plaque on the right had wall gives further information
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Turn left into Victoria Gardens. They are built on the Embankment that was created by Joseph
Bazalgette as part of his amazing engineering feat in the 19th century to solve London’s
appalling problem of sewage flowing into the Thames and the smell and disease that it caused.
The Victoria Gardens are known for their many memorials and statues and the first you see is of
Robert (Rabbie) Burns, regarded as Scotland’s favourite son. Born in 1759 and died in 1796, he
was a Scottish poet and lyricist. He is also regarded as a pioneer of the Romantic Movement, and
after his death he became a great source of inspiration to the founders of both liberalism and
socialism. He is celebrated by Scots across the world on his birthday – Burns Night on 25th
January.
This statue is one of three bronze casts created by sculptor Sir John Steel and was a gift to
London from John Gordon Crawford and unveiled by Lord Rosebery in 1884. (The other two
casts of this statue are in Dundee and in Central Park, New York.)
The wording on the front of the plinth reads –
“The Poetic Genius of my Country found me at the Plough – and threw her inspiring mantle over
me. She bade me sing the loves, the joys, the rural scenes and rural pleasures of my native soil in
my native tongue: I tuned my wild, artless notes as she inspired.”
On your right is a small statue to the men of the Imperial Camel Corps who fell in action or died
of their wounds or disease in Egypt, Sinai and Palestine between 1916 and 1918. I think this is a
lovely memorial and quite special, as I suspect few people will have heard of that corps – a
camel-mounted infantry which was created in 1916 from the troops that had served in the
Gallipoli campaign in the Dardanelles. The bronze statue was sculptured by Major Cecil Brown
who was himself a member of the corps. The memorial was unveiled in 1921 in the presence of
the prime ministers of Australia and New Zealand. The two bronze plaques on the Portland
stone pedestal list the names of the 348 men who died while serving with the corps in Sinai,
Egypt and Palestine. The corps was disbanded in 1919.
Next on your right is the Embankment Café, which serves a wide range of snacks and meals –
(with an excellent all-day breakfast) and as well as the extensive terrace seating there are a few
tables indoors for inclement weather.
On the other side of the path is a little leaning hut. For a long time I was intrigued by this and
nobody could tell me anything about it. However, I eventually discovered it was built for the park
keeper; it was somewhere he could sit and keep an eye on what was going on in the gardens.
On the right is a grand memorial to Lord Cheylesmore of the Grenadier Guards. He was also a
well-known sportsman, chairman of both the London County Council and the National Rifle
Association and during the First World War he presided over the military court martials, whose
decisions now, with the benefit of hindsight, are controversial to say the least. His inscription
explains he was born in 1848 and was a “soldier, administrator, philanthropist and steadfast
friend”. In front of his memorial is a small pond, which according to the notice board contains koi
carp, mirror carp, green tench and golden rudd, some of which you can usually see.
Through the trees, though hidden behind leaves in summer, you might be able to see the top of
an obelisk known as Cleopatra’s Needle, which is flanked by two sphinxes, (If you want to take a
closer look then turn right at the next set of gates.)
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Cleopatra’s Needle is one of three ancient Egyptian obelisks – the others are in Paris and New
York. Said to have been carved from granite around 1450BC, it weighs over 200 tons and was
originally erected in the Egyptian city of Heliopolis. It was presented to Britain in 1819, though
getting it to London was traumatic, as the ship capsized and all six crew were lost. It was
eventually salvaged and erected here in 1878 and, in keeping with the Egyptian theme, the
nearby benches along the river feature sphinxes and camels.
Opposite the obelisk is a monument showing an angel guiding a boy and girl, a gift from Belgium
to show their appreciation for us joining the First World War to help try and protect them from
the invading Germans.
On the left is a statue to Sir Wilfrid Lawson (1829–1906) who was the Member of Parliament for
the Lake District in Cumbria as well as being President of the Victoria Alliance (which I had not
previously heard of). He was a keen supporter (and in some cases a founding member) of a
number of institutions, including the Reform League, the Peace Society, the National Liberal
Club, the Society for the Suppression of the Opium Trade and the Temperance League. He
supported the concept of Members of Parliament being paid, Irish Home Rule, the construction
of a Channel Tunnel (yes, that far back!) … and he was also regarded as being a witty humourist,
a great speaker … a seemingly all-round good fellow. And his motto does sound impressive –
“Peace, Temperance, Fortitude and Charity”, as does his epitaph – “A true patriot, a wise and
witty orator, a valiant and far seeing reformer …”
Notice the tree, now fully grown, which was planted here in 1953 to celebrate the coronation of
Elizabeth II. Close by is a small plaque to commemorate the terrible terrorist London bombings
on 7th July 2005.
The water fountain on the right is a monument erected to someone from whom we have all
benefitted – Henry Fawcett. He set up the Post Office ‘penny stamp’ savings scheme that
enabled the working class to have the facility to ‘put a little bit by’ each week, introduced postal
orders, parcel deliveries and … well, it’s a long list. The inscription explains the memorial was
erected by his “grateful countrywomen” … the reason being he also actively campaigned for the
rights of women.
The fountain stands in front of a long brick wall, and behind it you may well be able to hear the
sound of trains … this is because the Circle and District tube lines are almost directly beneath
you – the wall on your right disguises the ventilation shafts that are set in the roof of the tunnels.
On the left behind the Embankment Gardens you can see two renowned classic art deco
buildings, the Adelphi and the Shell Mex Building. Both were built in the 1930s on the site of
the very grand Cecil Hotel, which had opened in 1896. With over 800 rooms it was the biggest
hotel in Europe and one of the most luxurious. In the 1920s it was particularly popular with
Americans. (And as an aside, the hotel was taken over by the government during the First World
War when it became the first headquarters of the then newly formed Royal Air Force).
Both buildings are now Grade II listed. The Adelphi is currently undergoing major refurbishment
and renovation which I’ve read will cost around £30 million and provide over 150,000 square feet
of office space. However, being a listed building means the external art deco features, which
include the art deco Portland stone façade, classic columns and sculptures that frame the
building, will be retained.
Shell Mex House, recognisable by its iconic clock, was for many years the British headquarters of
the Shell Mex and BP Company; they split in 1975 and Shell Mex took it over as their own head
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office. They in turn moved out in the 1990s and it’s now mainly occupied by Pearson PLC, one of
the world’s largest publishing companies.
Next on your left is the last memorial statue in this part of the garden; it is of Robert Raikes. It
was erected in conjunction with the Sunday School Union with the help of teachers and scholars
of Sunday schools to commemorate his pioneering role in the Sunday school movement.
A philanthropist and Church of England lay preacher, Raikes was born in Gloucester and had
owned and edited the Gloucester Journal. In 1780 he founded the first formal, free Sunday
school in Gloucester – and it is said that this was the beginning of the English state education
system. His enthusiasm for the Sunday school movement was because it aimed to provide poor
children from slums with a basic education that compromised of reading, writing and arithmetic
and a basic knowledge of the bible. Robert believed that attending Sunday school would help
prevent children from becoming engaged in ‘criminal activities’ as a way to survive.
At this point there are entrances into the park on both sides and, looking through the one on
your right, on the south bank of the Thames you can see the Royal Festival Hall. (And if you
wanted to take a look at the obelisk, which I mentioned a moment ago, then leave via this gate
and you’ll see it just along on the right.)
And now, to use Monty Python’s immortal words, ‘for something completely different’ – and also
unique in London. Leave the garden through the exit on the left (behind the statue of Robert
Raikes) and just 50 yards up Carting Lane, which runs up the side of the Savoy Hotel, is London’s
last remaining ‘Sewer Gas Lamp Destructor’. These lamps were designed to remove excess gas
from the sewers beneath the streets – if the gas built up it could cause an explosion.
These were installed at the same time as Sir Joseph Bazalgette was building his 19th century
revolutionary Victoria Embankment sewer. They were called ‘The Webb Patent Sewer Gas
Destructor Lamp’ and designed by Birmingham inventor Joseph Webb to remove the excess
gases from the sewers beneath the streets. If the gases were left to build up, then not only could
the smell be extremely unpleasant, but dangerous, as they could cause an explosion. This
particular lamp took the gas away from the sewers underneath the adjacent Savoy Hotel, whose
guests certainly wouldn’t have welcomed either the smell or an explosion.
However, contrary to what most people thought, the lamps didn’t actually run on the sewer gas,
but on the same gas that was used for all street lighting at that time. What it did though was to
draw the dangerous gases up from the sewers and burn off the impurities, along with the
regular gas.
Because of the smell, the street was often referred to not as Carting Lane, but as ‘Farting Lane’.
The Savoy Hotel, one of the greatest hotels in the world, is another of the iconic buildings on
this stretch of the river. It opened in 1869 and at the time was quite revolutionary in having
electric lighting, lifts and hot running water in the bedrooms.
It closed for major refurbishment in 2007 and when it reopened three years later, it had not only
been totally modernised, but despite the concerns of the many loyal and regular guests, the
original grandeur and features which had made the hotel so famous were retained. I’ve put
more about the Savoy in the appendix.
Optional diversion into the hotel
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If you’d like to take a little look inside the hotel, then I suggest you enter through the somewhat
insignificant ‘River Entrance’ – it is certainly insignificant compared with the extremely grand
entrance in the Strand. If there’s a doorman on duty, then just say you are looking for the
reception and they’ll direct you. If there isn’t, then once you’ve passed through the outer doors
take the stairs immediately on the right – pass through the door on the right and go up the next
flight of stairs. Walk straight ahead and follow the corridor around, passing various small
function rooms with names from some of the Gilbert & Sullivan operas – HMS Pinafore, The
Mikado, Iolanthe and The Gondoliers, for example.
Almost at the end of the corridor on the left there are posh loos in case you are in need –
otherwise you walk straight into the ‘middle lobby’. The hotel’s gift shop will be facing you, as will
a table with an enormous display of fresh flowers. To the left is the Beaufort Bar and Kaspar’s
Restaurant, whilst if you walk up the steps to the right you’ll be in the main lobby and
reception area.
If you want to see Kaspar the famous black cat (I explain about him below), then walk over to
left-hand wall of the lobby where you’ll see him sitting on a table against the wall – unless he
happens to be dining that day.
The American Bar is on the right of the grand entrance – a small flight of stairs, lined with
signed photos of some of the thousands of celebrities who’ve enjoyed a cocktail here, leads to it.
One of the most famous residents of the hotel is Kaspar, the cat. His origins date back to a tragic
incident in 1898, when diamond magnate Woolf Joel was hosting a dinner party at the Savoy. A
last-minute drop-out reduced the number of his dinner party to thirteen, prompting one of the
guests to suggest a tragedy could befall the first person to leave the table. Dismissing the
superstition, Joel got up from his seat first, but on his return to Johannesburg he was promptly
shot dead.
So how to solve the problem of an unlucky thirteen people at dinner? At first the hotel would
supply a member of staff to join the table, but obviously that could be difficult if the other diners
were discussing confidential business, so they came up with the idea of Kaspar. Kaspar was a
two-foot high, feline, art deco sculpture who, when required, becomes the fourteenth dinner
guest. Still to this day, if a party of thirteen are dining here, the lucky cat gets the full works – a
napkin is tied around his neck and he is served the same food and drinks as all the other guests.
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Route map 2

Once you’ve had a look then make your way back by the same route – there are a couple of signs
to help direct you back to the River Entrance.
Walk back into the Victoria Gardens and before you turn left, you’ll see the Grade II listed
memorial ‘globe’ in honour of Richard D’Oyly Carte.
Continue walking through the gardens, and next on the right is a memorial to the man who
wrote the music for those Gilbert and Sullivan operas – Sir Arthur Sullivan. He was an amazing
and prolific composer and considered by many to be one of Britain’s greatest. Besides the
amazingly successful comic operas, he also wrote the music for many orchestral works, ballets
and even hymns. (There were fourteen of the G&S operas in total, several of which are probably
still as popular now as they were 150 years ago when they were first performed.). Personally I
don’t think that Sullivan is recognised as much as he should be these days; so, as a great fan of
his and Gilbert’s comic operas, I have put a little more information in the appendix.
Sullivan’s memorial is certainly unusual. A description of it says, “The monument features a
weeping ‘Muse of Music’, who is so distraught her clothes are falling off as she leans against the
pedestal.”
The inscription on the side comes from one of Sullivan’s lines in the opera ‘The Yeoman of the
Guard’ and reads, “Is life a boon? If so, it must befall, that Death, whenever he calls, must call too
soon”. At the bottom of the pedestal is a mask of Pan, sheet music from The Yeoman of The
Guard and a mandolin inscribed with the name of the sculptor, ‘W Goscombe John A.R.A’ and the
date of 1903 when it was erected.
Gilbert, who wrote the words of the comic operas, isn’t forgotten; there’s a memorial to him
attached to wall of Charing Cross Pier. It’s nothing like as grand as that of his partner Sullivan,
but does feature his profile, two unknown females, two wreaths and a shield. The inscription
reads, “His Foe was Folly, and his Weapon Wit”. The shield underneath is in Latin, but reads, “I
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would rather die than change”. Gilbert died whilst trying to rescue a young girl who had fallen
into the lake at his estate in Harrow Weald.
Continue to the end of the garden where we cross Savoy Street – but before you do, notice on
the left the small statue in the little garden at the front of the home of the Institution of
Engineers and Technology. It commemorates Michael Faraday, who has been called the ‘Father
of Electricity’. He had a very humble beginning – his family were too poor to send him to school,
though he did go to Sunday school where he learnt to read and write. Nevertheless, he became a
chemist before becoming fascinated with the idea of electricity and subsequently creating,
amongst much else, the first electric generator.
What makes Faraday particularly interesting is that he was a very religious man, belonging to a
very strict sect known as the Glasites or Sandemanians. Amongst some of their beliefs and
principles was one that said you shouldn’t accept ‘worldly reward or accumulate riches’ and as a
result he turned down the offer to be President of the highly influential Royal Society. He also
turned down the knighthood that was offered to him in recognition of his services to science.
Albert Einstein, one of the greatest scientists of all time, kept a photograph of Michael Faraday
on the wall of his study, saying he had placed it there for inspiration.
Walk under Waterloo Bridge, made famous in the 1960s thanks to Ray Davies and the Kinks’
song ‘Waterloo Sunset’. This is the second bridge on the site – the first had been built in 1817,
had serious structural problems and was eventually demolished in in the 1930s. The new bridge,
designed by Giles Gilbert Scott, was officially opened in 1945. It consists of five 250 feet arches
and was sometimes referred to as ‘the Ladies’ Bridge’ as it was built with a predominantly female
workforce, because so many of London’s male workers were supporting the war effort.
(There are steps leading up to the roadway above should you wish to see more and I’ve written a
few paragraphs about the bridge in the appendix).
The walk now continues into and through Somerset House – but if you’ve visited it on a previous
occasion and want to give it a miss, then simply pass under the bridge and walk up the steps to
the left. Turn right at the top and when you reach the Strand turn to the right. After a few
hundred yards or so you’ll reach the main entrance of Somerset House where you can pick up
the walk.
Once you’ve walked under Waterloo Bridge you are alongside the vast Somerset House, said to
be London’s most outstanding 18th century building, which our walk takes us through.
It was built on the site of a palace built in the 1540s by Edward Seymour, the 1st Duke of
Somerset, and Lord Protector of England, but before he was able to move in, he was executed at
the Tower of London. The palace had a varied history over the next couple of hundred years,
including being occupied by a number of different royals. It was eventually demolished and the
enormous and magnificent neoclassical building that we see today was commissioned by George
III and designed by the architect Sir William Chambers, opening in 1801.
Initially, it was for use by government departments, including the Stamp Office, which later
became the Inland Revenue, which I explain more about elsewhere.
The building of the original Somerset House was begun by Edward Seymour, the Duke of
Somerset in 1547. To do so he first had to demolish a church and several old inns. Whether it
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was divine retribution for knocking down the church (probably not for the inns though) he was
executed in the Tower of London before he had even moved in.
By 1553 it had become the home of Princess Elizabeth, and she lived there for five years until she
became queen five years later and returned part of the house back to Edward Seymour’s family.
After her death, the house was taken over by Anne of Denmark, the wife of James I, and she
renamed it ‘Denmark House’.
It became the property of Charles I, whose wife, Henrietta of France, had the house renovated.
However, it wasn’t long before the Civil War began, and the house became the headquarters of
the Parliamentary army. After the war ended, Parliament tried to sell the house, but a buyer
couldn’t be found and only the contents were sold.
When Charles II became king in 1660, his mother, Henrietta Maria, moved in and more
renovations took place. Following his death, Catherine of Braganza moved in and commissioned
Sir Christopher Wren to oversee further building work and various improvements. Catherine was
the last royal person to live there and after 1693 the former palace began to be used for a wide
range of uses, including offices, accommodation, stables and much more. Some seventy years
later, in 1775, the rest of Denmark House was demolished and in its place the Somerset House
we see today was built.
The riverside entrance is nearly two-thirds of the way along the building, past the vehicular
access driveway, and compared with its main entrance in the Strand, it’s certainly not particularly
grand.
Walk through into the lower level and continue ahead until you reach a small ‘lobby area’. Turn
to the right and just a couple of yards along the corridor on your left you will see a lift that takes
you up to the main ground floor. However, before you go up, walk for another ten yards along
the corridor to see the elegant ‘Stamp Stair’ – note the singular – which gave access to the
Stamp Office. As I’ve explained elsewhere, this was the beginnings of the Inland Revenue. If you
have the energy you can climb up to the ground floor instead of using the lift – and if you do,
notice how, as the staircase descends towards the basement, which is where you are now, the
architectural detailing becomes less detailed and more basic, signifying the lower status of the
those working on this floor. And notice also how worn the stone steps are as a result of several
hundred years of use.
From 1799 the Stamp Office was responsible for marking important documents with an official
stamp, thus indicating that the correct tax had been paid. This even included newspapers – every
newspaper published in the country had to be brought here to be individually stamped to show
that the duty had been paid before it was allowed to be sold. Although this was a very unpopular
law, it wasn’t repealed until 1855. (There’s more about the Stamp Tax on newspapers when we
reach Fleet Street.)
It must have been a very noisy working environment as the sound of the stamping machines and
presses could be heard by people walking by on the Embankment. An account in a book called
‘Somerset House, Past and Present’, written by Raymond Needham and Alexander Webster, said,
“in these damp, black and comfortless recesses, the clerks of the nation grope about like moles
… and stamp, sign, examine, indite (meaning to write), doze and swear as unconscious of the
revolving sun as many miserable demons of romance condemned to toil for ages in the centre”.
Clearly not a pleasant working environment.
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In 1834 the Stamp Office was amalgamated with the Tax Office, and a further merger took place
in 1849 with the Excise Office. Somerset House continued to be occupied by parts of the Inland
Revenue until quite recently.
When you come out of the lift – or reach the top of the Stamp Stair – turn to the right and you
will enter the spectacular Seamen’s Hall, now a posh lobby, with Corinthian pillars and a marble
floor. Doors on the left lead directly on to the spacious River Terrace, whilst those on the right
open into the vast Fountain Court. On the other side of the hall is an excellent restaurant, whilst
in the adjacent corridor you’ll find the HAJ café that sells drinks, snacks and light meals. These
you can either enjoy there or take out to the terrace. Further along the corridor there are toilets
and if you walk to the far end, you’ll see a stone spiral staircase called the Nelson Stair (and yes,
it too is singular), said to have been designed to resemble the stair on a ship. These lead up to
what used to be the Naval Board Rooms, where Nelson once worked. (At one time you were able
to just wander up and take a look inside the room, but visits are now only by appointment.)
Similar to the Stamp Stair, the Nelson Stair goes up quite spectacularly from the lower ground
floor to the Navy Board Room six floors above. Each flight is slightly different, apparently to add
a more ‘imaginative architectural flourish’. Badly damaged by a bombing raid in 1940, it was
carefully restored in the 1950s to the ‘original designs and specifications’.
The Board of the Royal Navy occupied around a third of the building for nearly 100 years, having
moved here from their previous offices in Seething Lane. Here they basically ‘ran the Royal Navy’.
They controlled naval expenditure; whether it was the building or repairing of its ships,
managing the dockyards and looking after the health and subsistence of the seamen, it all took
place here. However, overall responsibility for the Royal Navy operation and policy remained at
Whitehall; and it was said that the relations between the two were not always cordial.
From the outdoor river terrace you have excellent views over the Thames, particularly in the
winter months when the trees aren’t in leaf (in summer they do unfortunately rather block the
view). However, if the weather is nice it’s a pleasant place to enjoy an al fresco drink and to rest
your legs.
Once you’re ready to move on then leave the Seaman’s Hall through the main doors which
lead into the magnificent and enormous outdoor Fountain Court. We’re going to head to the far
top of the court, where we exit into the Strand, but first a little more information about what you
can see from where you are standing.
The buildings on your left and right – known respectively as the West and East Wings, were later
Victorian additions to the main Somerset House. The West Wing (left side building) opened in
1856, and for many years was occupied by the Inland Revenue. Now it is primarily used as
galleries and for exhibitions.
On the right is the East Wing, which was built 1831 and most of these buildings are now part of
Kings College. However, there is a gift shop, another café and toilets.
Somerset House is open every day of the year except for Christmas Day and is free to enter.
Tours of various parts of the building are available on selected days.
Walk to the archway at the top (north side) of Fountain Court. Under the left-hand arch you
will see the entrance to the Courtauld Gallery. (It is currently closed for major refurbishment and
is planned to reopen in 2021.)
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The Courtauld Institute of Art – usually simply referred to as ‘the Courtauld’ – is the “world’s
leading centre for the study of the history and conservation of art and architecture”. It is part of
the University of London and has for many years occupied the North Block of Somerset House,
previously the home of the Royal Academy of Art. It is famous for its Impressionist and Postimpressionist masterpieces, as well as important paintings and works of art from the
Renaissance through to the 20th century.
The institute was founded in 1932 by the textile business magnate Samuel Courtauld, who
provided most of the money, together with Sir Robert Witt, a successful lawyer and renowned
collector of Old Masters, and Viscount Lee of Fareham, a former politician who eventually turned
his attention to the arts and, using his considerable influence within various circles, helped to get
the venture off the ground.
The Courtauld Gallery’s website explains that “through its unique integration of activities,
facilities and resources … it provides an exceptional environment for research, learning and
professional development.” Its faculty teaches and supervises research from western antiquity to
the global present … through its alumni, the Courtauld generates an evolving community of
specialists who shape the international art world.
From the archway turn right into the Strand. But first just a few words on what you see facing
you across the road.

Simplified map of the Aldwych area

What you see is actually an ‘island’ created by the Strand dividing into two. The northern side
(which you can’t see from here) splits from the Strand, curves around and becomes Aldwych,
but after just a few hundred yards meets up again with the Strand.
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And an aside, ‘Strand’ is an old English word meaning ‘beach or river’s edge’. Before the
Embankment was built in the 19th century, the river was much wider than it is today, and the
Strand really was almost at the water’s edge. And another odd little fact; it was the first street in
London to have numbered addresses.
On this ‘island’ in front of you are a number of historic buildings, including two churches. The
building to the left is the Marconi Building, but was originally built as the Gaiety Hotel,
restaurant and ballroom. It was later occupied by the Marconi electric and broadcasting
company, before being occupied by the offices of English Electric. Following a massive
renovation in 2005, part of it became the ultra-modern 5-star ME Hotel, as well as home to a
number of exclusive private apartments.
The large buildings in front of you are part of the Bush House complex, built by an American
businessman as an international trade centre. Between 1941 and 2012 it became the home of
the BBC World Service, which at one time broadcast in over 40 languages and was listened to by
over 200 million listeners across the globe.
Following major renovations in 2016, much of Bush House is now occupied by Kings College
London.
Bush House was named after its builder, the American businessman Irving T. Bush. It opened in
1925 and its original function was that of an international trade centre. It contained exhibition
galleries, conference rooms, libraries, shops, a swimming pool, badminton court and restaurant.
It was built of Portland stone, with interior marble walls, Indian hardwood flooring and stylish Art
Deco lobbies and at the time it was said to be the ‘most expensive building in the world. Not
surprisingly it is now Grade II listed. The Aldwych entrance features iconic statues that ‘symbolise
the transatlantic trade between Britain and the United States’, and they sit above the inscription
‘To the friendship of the English-speaking peoples’.
Bush House is divided into wings – the North, North East, South East and North West. The most
impressive view of it can be had from the building’s front in the Aldwych; from here you can see
the magnificent 100-foot tall arch that faces up Kingsway.
Across to your right you’ll see the first of the two ‘island churches’ – this is St Mary-le-Strand
parish church, the official church of the WRENS (the Women’s Royal Naval Service). It was built in
what is known as the English Baroque style by the same architect who later designed St Martinsin-the-Fields, close to Trafalgar Square.
Carry on walking to the right and pass on your right the rather grubby and dilapidated-looking
building that is also part of King’s College. Hopefully it won’t be too long before it is renovated.
However, I despair of the ‘modern’ building next to it. Whilst this style of ‘brutalist’ architecture
does have its place, I don’t think it should be here, amongst so many classic and historic
buildings. Next to it is the narrow frontage of the entrance to the disused Piccadilly line Aldwych
(originally Strand) underground station, which closed in 1994. It is sometimes used for filming
purposes.
After crossing Surrey Street, at 180 Strand you pass another ugly and enormous building
described as “… an iconic Brutalist building currently undergoing a transformation into a creative
hub for people and progress. It aims to foster and connect creatives, entrepreneurs, dynamic
thinkers and cultural explorers by integrating the creation, display, learning and social functions
of culture throughout its spaces. Having launched in spring 2016, 180 The Strand is now home to
the Store X and a mix of creative companies …” (Their words – not mine.)
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Route map 3

Cross Arundel Street and then immediately cross over to the central island in front of St
Clement Danes Church. If you look across to the left from here, you get a good view of the front
of Australia House with its interesting sculptures on either side of the entrance. One depicts
‘The Awakening of Australia’, whilst the other ‘The Prosperity of Australia’. The striking sculptures
on the roof depict ‘Phoebus driving the Horses of the Sun’ – a bronze naked man with cloak and
crown and arm raised, with four horses rearing from his chariot.
Alongside you is the memorial to former Prime Minister William Gladstone. He had begun his
political career as a Conservative, but later became a member of the Liberal party and served
four terms as prime minister between 1868 and 1894. Despite his great wealth, he was very
highly thought of, particularly by the ‘working class’, partly as a result of the amount of time he
spent undertaking ‘social work’ with those less fortunate. He was known to often walk the streets
of London to talk with prostitutes and offer them financial and other practical assistance to help
them change their way of life. He was also an ardent ‘abolitionist’, who campaigned long and
hard to have slavery outlawed.
St Clement Danes is the official church of the Royal Air Force and there are memorials in front of
it to Air Chief Marshal Lord Dowding and Sir Arthur (Bomber) Harris. As the name implies, the
church was built by the Danish community living in London in the 9th century. It has been rebuilt
several times since.
The chimes of its magnificent bells have been known to generations of children as a result of the
nursery rhyme ‘Oranges and Lemons’ – these are the “bells of St Clement’s”. The chimes are
amazing, and if you happen to be there ‘on the hour’, you will be in for a treat.
There has been a church on this site for over 1,000 years and it is mentioned in the Domesday
Book of 1086. It was built by the Danish community, mainly sailors who had settled in the City of
London in the 9th century, but who were then forced to leave by King Alfred and so settled here,
outside the City’s walls.
From 1170 to 1310 the church was owned by the Knights Templar and was subsequently rebuilt
by William the Conqueror. Badly damaged in the Great Fire of London, it was rebuilt again in
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1681, this time by Sir Christopher Wren. It was hit by incendiary bombs in the Second World War,
with just the walls and steeple left standing.
St Clements Danes was adopted by the Royal Air Force in 1956 and an appeal to help with the
cost of the church’s rebuilding raised £250,000, a significant sum at the time. It contains Books of
Remembrance with the names of over 150,000 men and women of the RAF who lost their lives in
active service. These are set in glass cases, each with an eagle on top of a dome, in the walls on
both sides of the nave. The pages of each book are turned every day. The slate floor of the
church contains inscriptions showing the badges of over 800 RAF stations and squadrons.
And finally, for those fond of Jane Austin’s novels, this was where in Pride and Prejudice, Lydia
Bennet is hurried down the aisle with the reluctant groom Mr Wickham following their
elopement. They had been found hiding in the locality by Mr Darcy.
Leave the church and walk around to the left. Across the street to the left you’ll see what used to
be Clement’s Inn, once one of the Inns of Chancery. (These inns were places where those wishing
to become lawyers would study before joining one of the Inns of Court. Over the centuries their
role diminished, and they simply became clubs for the legal profession – in some cases just
bawdy drinking clubs). The last incarnation of the inn was demolished in the 1960s and the
present building is now part of the London School of Economics campus.
From here you can observe the magnificent buildings of the Royal Courts of Justice, which
stretch down the street almost as far as you can see.
Behind the church is a small statue of Dr Samuel Johnson, who lived close by and was very well
known in the area. As the plaque explains, he was a, “Critic, essayist, biographer, wit, poet,
moralist, dramatist, political writer and talker”. We see his house later in the walk, when I’ll give
more details.
Walk to the tip of the ‘island’, where you now get a magnificent view of the Royal Courts of
Justice. (If you would like to take a closer look then I suggest you do so now, as we don’t come
back this way. And, should you feel the need, there are public toilets on the ‘island’).
But first, a few words about the Royal Courts of Justice, which are the highest civil courts in the
land. No criminal cases are heard here – the highest criminal courts are at the Old Bailey. It took
eleven years to build and was opened by Queen Victoria in 1882. The building is said to contain
eighty-eight court rooms, around one thousand other rooms and three and a half miles of
corridors.
If you decide to visit (not sure you’ll have time on this occasion), you have to go through ‘airporttype’ of security, and having done so you find yourself in an enormous and cavernous hall –
actually called the Great Hall – which is more reminiscent of a cathedral than a court building. It’s
a maze! Long corridors, numerous flights of stairs, some of them going up four floors at least,
where you find yet more courts.
The land for the six-acre site was paid for by the government from money that had been
collected from the estates of people who had died in ‘intestate’ – which are people who have
died without making a will. The cost was around £1½ million – a considerable amount in the
1870s.
Once purchased, a competition was held to enable architects to compete for the opportunity to
win the contract to design the new Law Courts. However, apparently their ‘brief’ was somewhat
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different from what was actually required. They were told that they were designing a new
cathedral that would be situated on the embankment of the Thames, which I guess is why, with
its magnificent soaring arches and stained-glass windows, the building does actually look like
one.
The competition was won by George Edmund Street, who designed not just the outside, but
everything within it as well. The style chosen was Gothic Revival, popular at the time, and it took
eleven years to construct, finally being opened in 1882 by Queen Victoria. Sadly, despite all his
vision and hard work – or perhaps because of it – he never saw the completed building as he
died at the age of 57 before it was finished.
As the walk now continues on down the right-hand side of the Strand, cross over here using
the pedestrian crossing – but before you do, just take a look at the lovely Tudor-frontage of the
George Inn, which as the sign says now incorporates the Pig & Goose restaurant.
You may notice that many of the pubs and shops on the Strand, in Fleet Street and elsewhere in
the City of London, have a narrow frontage. This was because on busy streets the wider the
frontage, the higher the rent, so instead they are often ‘deep’ – going back a surprisingly long
way.
The half-timbered George Inn was founded in 1723 as a coffee house, before becoming George’s
Hotel in 1830 and later the public house we see today. Although the building still appears to be
from the 18th century, it is actually Victorian – even the olde-worlde looking half-timbered façade
and leaded windows.
It is another pub with many notable regular customers from a time gone by, including Horace
Walpole and Samuel Johnson, the latter who for a while used the George as his postal address.
Another frequent customer was the con-man Henry Perfect who was fond of impersonating
vicars and is said to have often rented rooms upstairs.
Two doors down from the George Inn at 217 Strand is Twinings. Thomas Twining founded the
‘House of Twining’ in 1706 when he bought Tom’s Coffee House, which was at the rear of this
building. By 1717 he had opened the shop we still see today, which he called the Golden Lyon.
(Under the 19th century portico there’s a model of a lion, flanked by two Chinese men, a
reminder of tea’s exotic status.) Despite being small and narrow, the shop today sells almost
every flavour of tea you can imagine and, being particularly popular with tourists, is usually very
busy. They offer special ‘Tea-through-Time’ sessions that you can book for £25 per person that
are led by an expert in the history of tea.
For most of the 17th and 18th centuries tea was a luxury few could afford. A pound weight of tea
cost half the daily wage of the average man. Working men therefore drank beer, whilst the
wealthy drank coffee – which was what Thomas Twining’s sold in the coffee house he opened in
1706. However, his shop also sold tea, and he was one of the earliest tea retailers in London.
Now, more than 300 years later, it’s still trading from the same spot. And one of the reasons for
Thomas’s early success was that wealthy City people had been forced to move further west
following the Great Fire of London, making this area more affluent.
Next to Twinings, at 217–220 Strand is one of the unlikeliest Pret sandwich shops you’ll see in
London. It occupies part of what used to be the large Law Courts branch of Lloyds Bank. To my
mind they have done an awful job of the conversion, seemingly losing most of the original
features. The enormous wooden doors next to it that would have led into the rest of the bank
remain shut, but when I managed to enquire about what might be happening to the rest of the
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building, I was delighted to be told of rumours the pub chain Wetherspoon’s had shown interest.
My delight is that despite their low prices for both drinks and food, when they take over old
buildings of historical architectural importance they take an enormous pride in restoring as
many of the original features as they can. So, let’s hope they do go ahead – they’re bound to do a
better job than Pret next door.
A few yards further on, look to the left across the Strand and through the archway you can see
into the open square at the centre of the Law Courts. (I can recommend doing the annual tour
here on the London ‘Open House’ weekend each September, when you are allowed to roam
through virtually all of this magnificent building).
A little further along you can’t possibly miss the large stone monument that sits in the middle of
the road. This is Temple Bar, where the Strand ends and Fleet Street begins and marks the
boundary between the City of Westminster and the City of London. (The dragon on top marks
the boundary – you’ll find them elsewhere around the City).
The tradition, started by Elizabeth I, is that when the British monarch wishes to enter the City of
London, he or she stops here to be greeted by the Lord Mayor of London. The monarch then
requests the mayor’s permission to enter, (which also by tradition is agreed to!). The Lord Mayor
then escorts the coach through to its destination.
The original Temple Bar was made of wood and although it survived the Great Fire of London, it
was by then in a dilapidated state, so a grander arched Portland stone gateway was built in its
place by Sir Christopher Wren. However, over the years this increasingly caused traffic
congestion and in 1874 was dismantled. In 2004 it was re-erected adjacent to St Paul’s Cathedral,
which we see at the end of the walk. What you see here today is actually a memorial to Temple
Bar and is decorated on each side with little statues of Queen Victoria and the Prince of Wales.
Almost adjacent to Temple Bar at Number 1 Fleet Street is the very long-established Child &
Co. Bank. This is Britain’s first and oldest bank, starting in business in 1559 and existing on this
site since the 1670s. Being Britain’s first bank obviously means it’s had a fascinating history,
which I’ve found difficult to condense into just a few paragraphs so, in addition to what I’ve
written here, I’ve added more information in the appendix.
Although it is an exclusive bank (not like walking into your local branch of the HSBC) perhaps
take a peek inside the front door, where facing you is a large rack of musket rifles. I was
approached by a helpful member of staff who asked whether he could help me so I enquired
whether he could tell me anything about the significance of the muskets. He explained they had
been there since the Gordon Riots in the 1780s when over 300 people were killed in London.
Over on the opposite side of the road and separated from the Law Courts by the narrow Bell
Yard, is a pub called The Old Bank of England – a very grand looking Grade I listed Italianate
style building with ‘flaming goblets’ on either side of its entrance. This was once the ‘Law Courts
Branch of the Bank of England’ which had been built in 1880 on the site of two former pubs – the
‘Haunch of Venison’ and ‘The Cock’. The Cock was moved across to the other side of the road and
renamed Ye Olde Cock Tavern, and we will see it shortly.
The bank was here for nearly ninety years, closing in 1975, when it then became a building
society. When that closed in 1994 it was bought by Fuller’s, the London brewery, who have done
a great job in restoring the building. The inside is quite spectacular; three magnificent
chandeliers, a beautifully detailed ceiling and some interesting works of art on its walls. The clock
above the bar permanently shows the time when this bank branch shut for the last time. It’s
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worth crossing the road for a quick look inside if you have time. And a final note – its vaults once
contained gold bullion – and even for a while the Crown Jewels, though I haven’t been able to
determine the reasons for this.
Continuing on down the right-hand side of the road at Number 16 is Wildy & Sons, publishers of
law books, whose shop has been here since 1830, whilst next to it is Prince Henry’s Room. You
need to stand at the edge of the pavement to be able to fully appreciate this fascinating building
and its beautiful old Tudor-style windows.
It dates back to 1610 and is another building that somehow survived the Great Fire. Originally an
inn, called Prince’s, it later became Mrs Salmon’s Waxworks, an early version of Madame
Tussauds and one of Charles Dickens’ favourite places to visit in his younger days. (In his book
David Copperfield, he takes Peggotty “to see some perspiring waxworks in Fleet Street,” making
fun of the sweaty figures.) Until quite recently it opened to the public, but no longer appears to
do so.
Notice also the very old gateway next to it – we’re shortly going to walk through it into the Inns of
Court, but before we do, continue on down Fleet Street for another hundred yards or so.
At Numbers 18 and 19 is Goslings, another old bank that was established in 1650 and is now a
branch of Barclays. And in 1905 it was where the Automobile Association (the AA) opened its first
office.
Next to it, at Number 22, is Ye Olde Cock Tavern, which as I’ve just explained was previously on
the other side of the road before being demolished to make way for the building of a branch of
the Bank of England, and then rebuilt here.
This pub, like many others in this area of the old City of London, had strong connections with
several literary figures who lived in the vicinity. These included Samuel Pepys, then an amorous
Naval Office clerk, who wrote of a visit here in 1668 accompanied by Mrs Knipp, a pretty actress
with whom he was having an affair, “I drank, ate a lobster, and sang, and mighty merry. Then
Knipp and I to the Temple again and took boat, it being darkish, and to Fox Hall”. (Fox Hall
became Vauxhall Gardens, a popular pleasure garden south of the river between the mid-17th
and 19th centuries.).
Other regular customers included Charles Dickens and Samuel Tennyson and it was the venue of
Lord Tennyson’s ‘Will Waterproofs’ lyrical monologue in which he refers to the head-waiter at the
Cock. I’ve put here the first of the poem’s thirty-one verses.
O plump head-waiter at The Cock,
To which I most resort,
How goes the time? ’Tis five o’clock.
Go fetch a pint of port:
But let it not be such as that
You set before chance-comers,
But such whose father-grape grew fat
On Lusitanian summers.
And for a grisly connection – the building is said to be on the site of the barbershop owned by
Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street. It was in the vaults beneath the pub where
rumour had it that his unsuspecting customers were butchered and cooked, before they were
taken through a passage that ran from the pub to the pie shop owned by his mistress, Mrs
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Lovett, where her equally unsuspecting customers had no idea what meat was being served up
in her pies. However, sad to say, although it’s a good story, it’s doubtful that any of it was true.
And of course, Sweeney’s name became the cockney slang for the London police force’s ‘Flying
Squad’.

Simplified map of the Middle Temple and Inner Temple

Turn around and walk back up to Prince Henry’s Room and pass through the arched gateway
into Inner Temple Lane, which leads off from next to Prince Henry’s Room.
Once through the doorway you are within the grounds of the Middle and Inner Temples and you
feel you could be miles away from the bustling Fleet Street. With cobbled lanes and courtyards;
fascinating architecture and gardens that date back to the 13th century, this is where lawyers
trained for well over seven hundred years and still work today. As you walk down the
passageways you will see plaques on the doorways of long lists of lawyers who have their offices
(known as chambers) inside.
The Inns of Court and becoming a barrister: The Inns of Court ceased to be responsible for legal
education in 1852, but today still provide training for lawyers and are permitted to ‘call their
members to the Bar’ to become barristers. Since then, and even still to this day, all English and
Welsh barristers belong to one of these four inns. Both students and members (those lawyers
who have already been ‘called to the Bar’) meet here for both formal and social and occasions.
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The ‘Bar’ refers to what was once a wooden barrier in a court that would separate the judge and
other legal officials from the public. Once a trainee lawyer has completed their studies and
qualified, they partake in a ceremony known as ‘being called to the Bar’, after which they can
‘cross the Bar’ and present and argue cases in front of a judge.
The Inner Temple and Middle Temple – along with Lincoln’s Inn and Gray’s Inn – are Inns of Court
that have been used by those studying the law as both lodgings and a place of learning since
1234, when Henry III banned the teaching of law within the City of London – apparently to
promote and protect the colleges of Cambridge and Oxford.
(I explain more about the history of the Inns of Court in my Holborn walk which visits Lincoln’s
Inn.)
At the bottom of this passage is the Temple Church – walk around into the square to find the
visitor entrance. (It’s open from 10am–4pm weekdays and there’s an admission fee). It is
considered to be one of the oldest and most beautiful churches in London and, as a result of its
excellent acoustics, it regularly hosts many excellent choral and organ concerts. Indeed, one of
the most popular recordings ever made by a church choir – Mendelssohn’s ‘Hear My Prayer’,
which included the solo ‘O for the Wings of a Dove’ – was recorded here in 1927 and since then
has achieved sales of over six million copies.
The church holds regular Sunday services, as well as being the private chapel for members of the
Inns of Court, and a special privilege they enjoy is that they can be married here. The church
became even more of a major tourist attraction as a result of Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci
Code and was also featured in the film. And if you saw the film, then you might recognise the
Knights Templar, mounted on horseback, on the tall column in the courtyard outside the church.
There appears to be some doubt as to precisely how old the church is, but the original round
nave is said to have been built around 1155 in a combination of Norman and Gothic architectural
styles. It was founded by the Knights Templar as their English headquarters and consecrated in
1185. Here they would hold their initiation ceremonies – recruits would enter its western door at
dawn and in the circular nave would take their monastic vows of chastity, poverty, obedience
and piety.
Although the church escaped destruction in the Great Fire of 1666, it has been modified and
restored several times over the years. Badly damaged during the Second World War, it has once
again been restored and now looks quite magnificent.
Don’t continue on past the church but turn and walk through the arches under the redbrick
building on the side of the square which leads you into Pump Court (the old water pump is still
there).
It leads into a larger square called Brick Court, where we turn left and then right into the Middle
Temple. On your left is the Middle Temple Hall, considered to be the finest example of an
Elizabethan hall in London, which was opened in 1573 by Elizabeth I. She dined here on a
number of occasions, and even watched the first production of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night in
1602, when some sources say he may even have been one of the actors.
The hall is around 100 feet long, 41 feet wide and spanned by a magnificent double hammerbeamed wooden roof. Its oak-panelled walls are lined with beautiful paintings and the ornate
Coats of Arms of its former prestigious members. Unfortunately, Middle Temple Hall is only
open to the public for special events.
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Continue through the courtyard – at the far end is a pleasant area of trees, shrubs and
flowers, with a large fountain in the centre. In Martin Chuzzlewit there’s a paragraph that says,
“Brilliantly the Temple Fountain sparkled in the sun, and laughingly its liquid music played and
merrily the idle drops of water danced and danced, and peeping out in sport among the trees,
plunged lightly down to hide themselves …”
On the left, steps lead down to more gardens, (access is currently – 2020 – closed due to building
works).
Head back through the square and turn right down the side of the Middle Temple Hall. After just
20 yards turn left through the archway, passing the lovely gardens on your right and more grand
buildings on the left, which takes you through to the King’s Bench Walk. This enormous
quadrant, surrounded by more magnificent buildings that contain yet more lawyers’ chambers,
has been used for scenes in a number of historical dramas.
Turn left and walk to the top of the quadrant, passing through the archway marked Mitre Court
Building, cross the small square with the terrace of the Temple Apex Hotel on the right and
you’ll be back onto Fleet Street.
We will shortly be continuing to the right along Fleet Street, but first turn left and walk up for just
a few yards.
On your left, at 37 Fleet Street, on the site of what was once the Mitre Tavern, is the private
banking firm of Messrs Hoare. It was established here in 1672 and was one of the first banks to
open in Britain. (And I’m sure some customers delight in saying – “My bankers are Hoares …”).
And a brief mention of the Mitre – it was said to have been Dr Johnson’s favourite inn, and here
he would regularly meet with Samuel Boswell, his great friend and later biographer. I must just
mention that it was here in the Mitre when a Scottish gentleman began praising the scenery of
Scotland, when Dr Johnson uttered his ‘cutting’ words of – “Sir, let me tell you that the noblest
prospect which a Scotchman ever sees is the high road that leads him to England”. The inn was
demolished in 1829 to enable Hoare’s to be extended.
The bank’s founder was Richard Hoare, who had previously been a goldsmith in nearby
Cheapside – at the sign of the ‘Green Bottle’ – as a notice on the building tells us. (There were no
street numbers in those days and businesses were recognised by the signs they hung outside –
in Richard’s case it was literally a green leather bottle that hung outside.)
The list of Hoare’s customers over the centuries is certainly varied, and includes Lord Byron, Jane
Austen, Beau Nash, Samuel Pepys – as well as prestigious institutions such as Eton College.
However, it is said that today’s customers are too grand and discreet to be ‘known’, though some
are now tenth generation customers.
There are a couple of apartments on the premises where throughout the bank’s existence there
is said always be a partner resident overnight to deal with any urgent need a customer may
have.
It’s still a family run business, and all the partners are still ‘Hoares’ (!?!) Apparently, the bank has
no internet because they prefer to deal with customers only on a personal ‘face to face’ basis.
However, they have expanded over the past four hundred years and now have a branch in
Knightsbridge.
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And just a mention for my friends who live in Bath, it was Richard Hoare, together with Beau
Nash and Lady Hastings who in 1716 founded the Bath General Hospital, and the company still
act as treasurers to the hospital’s charity.
And in case you’re thinking you might like to change over from Barclays or NatWest and open an
account with Hoare’s, you’ll need to be recommended by two existing customers, be very rich
and have a ‘good name’.
On the other side of the road, to the left of Fetter Lane, notice the building which on each floor
has large mosaic names of some of the periodicals and newspapers they’ve published, such as
the Dundee Courier, Sunday Post, People’s Friend, etc. This is the London office of DC Thomson
(their head office is in Scotland), who, besides being publishers of a number of newspapers and
magazines, are best known to generations of children for comics such as the Beano and Dandy.
The latter is no longer published, but the Beano still is, though its circulation is now around
31,000 copies a week, compared with almost 2 million a week in 1950.
To the left is the Church of St Dunstan-in-the-West. Whilst perhaps not looking particularly
impressive from the outside, passers-by certainly notice its protruding chiming clock and the
figures of the ‘giants’ who strike hours and quarter hours. It is thought the first church on the site
was built around 990AD, however the one we see today was built in the 1830s, when it was
moved back to allow Fleet Street to be widened. The two ‘portrait heads’ over the main entrance
are of William Tyndale, the translator of the Bible’s New Testament, who was a lecturer here, and
the poet John Donne.
There’s plenty more about St Dunstan’s in the appendix.

Route map 4

Turn around here and walk back down Fleet Street. Pass the exit from the Inner Temple we
have just walked through, and next on the right you’ll see El Vino, a wine bar that opened here in
1879.
Now also a respected restaurant, it was for many years the famous, or perhaps infamous, haunt
of Fleet Street journalists. Until the 1980s it had an extremely old-fashioned dress code; men
were only admitted if they wore a jacket and tie and women were only allowed in if they sat in
the rear room and were not allowed to approach the bar or buy drinks. This rule was challenged
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by a female journalist in 1982 and, hardly surprisingly, she won the case. And for viewers of the
Rumpole television series, this was Pomeroy’s, his favourite ‘watering hole’.
Cross over at the pedestrian lights outside El Vino and continue walking to the right down
Fleet Street.
If you look over to the right-hand side of the street, you can see what used to be the entrance to
the Serjeants’ Inn – now the entrance to the five-star deluxe Apex Temple Court Hotel. This was
once one of the City of London’s most important historic sites and in the 16th and 17th centuries
the inn formed the legal centre of England. I’ve written a little more about Serjeants’ Inn in the
appendix.
After just a few yards you’ll see the narrow entrance into Crane Court. This tiny little lane has
certainly had a remarkable history, though there’s nothing much to see there now, as an ugly
modern office building takes up most of the left-hand side. However, this was where a number
of newspapers were printed, and it was during the time of the ‘Stamp Tax’ when each one had to
have had a tax paid on it which entailed it being ‘stamped’ to prove this had indeed been paid.
Newspapers were not allowed to be published and sold without the Stamp Tax being paid – and
to prove it had been, a stamp was put on each individual copy. Somewhat unsurprisingly, many
ingenious ways were found by publishers to get around this.
“It was in Crane Court, Fleet Street where many unstamped papers were printed and on
publication days, the officers of the Somerset House solicitor would watch, ready to seize them
as soon they came from the press. But the printers were quite equal to this. They would make up
sham parcels of wastepaper and send them out with an ostentatious show of secrecy. The
officers – simple enough fellows, though they were called ‘Government spies’, ‘Somerset House
myrmidons’ and other opprobrious names, duly took possession of the parcels after a decent
show of resistance of their bearers, whilst the real newspapers intended for sale to the public
were sent flying by their thousands down a chute in Fleur-de-Lys Court, and then distributed in
the course of the next hour or so, all over the town.”
I have quoted much of this from Walter Thornbury’s Old and New London, published in 1878.
There are eight of these courts (small alleyways) that lead off from the north side of Fleet Street
and laid into the pavement at the entrance of each is a plaque that commemorates the street’s
connection with the printing and publishing trades.
Walk past the entrance to Red Lion Court, where set in the ground you’ll see one of these
engraved stones – this one says:
“In 1816, William Caslon IV produced the first sans-serif printing type, popularised by
printers like R Taylor, who worked in this court.”
And in case you aren’t into typography, ‘sans’, is French for ‘without’ and serifs are the small,
sometimes squiggly, additions to the top and bottom of certain characters. So, sans serif
typefaces are those which do not use serifs.
After just a few yards turn left into Johnson’s Court (it’s alongside 165–167 Fleet Street) –
there is a small sign, but it’s easily missed, that points to Dr Johnson’s House, which is where we
are heading next.
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Walk past the fountain and turn left through the arch, passing a sign that says this was also
where Dickens once lived, though the house has long since disappeared. And I’ll just mention
that it was in Johnson’s Court where the offices of The Monthly Magazine were situated. The
magazine played an important role in Charles Dickens’ early career, as it was where his first work
of fiction was published in 1833.
The Monthly Magazine was first published in February 1796 and continued until 1843. It covered a
range of subjects from politics to literary reviews as well as subjects as varied as mysticism and
education. It also included short fictional stories and was where the first published work of
Charles Dickens fiction appeared in December 1833. It was called A Dinner at Poplar Walk and
was later included by Dickens in a book of short fictional stories along with other pieces entitled
Sketches by Boz (Boz being the pen-name he wrote under at the time) under the title of Mr Minns
and His Cousin.
Some years later Dickens recalled how “stealthily one evening he, and with fear and trembling,
posted his first story into the dark letter box in a dark office up a dark court in Fleet Street”. This
was in Johnson’s Court, up which you have just walked.
Other well-known contributors to The Monthly Magazine were Samuel Taylor Coleridge, (famous
for such poems as Kubla Khan and The Rime (or Tale as it’s often known these days) of the Ancient
Mariner, William Blake and Charles Lamb.
Johnson’s house at Number 17 is immediately on your left as you enter the square. He moved
here in 1748, paying a rent of £30 a year and spent much of the next nine years working on his
famous dictionary, the first of the English language.
The four-storey house was purchased in 1911 by newspaper magnate Cecil Harmsworth, who
later commented “At the time of my purchase … the house presented every appearance of
squalor and decay … it is doubtful whether in the whole of London there existed a more forlorn
or dilapidated tenement.” He paid for the house to be restored to enable it to become a
museum dedicated to Dr Johnson which opened in 1914. Many of the original features have
been restored, including the wooden panelling and floorboards, a fine open staircase and
various pieces of period furniture. It has a number of exhibits relating to this remarkable man
and retains an atmosphere that also enables you to feel as though you are drawn back to the
time when he was living there. If you have time it is well worth a visit. It is open to visitors from
Monday through to Saturdays, 11am–5pm.
Samuel Johnson was born in 1709 and died in 1784, and as we read on his statue at the rear of St
Clement’s Church, he was a critic, essayist, biographer, wit, poet, moralist, dramatist, political
writer and talker. But to many people he was probably best known for his dictionary, which was
eventually published in 1755. It was the first dictionary to be published and was said to have
over 42,000 entries. And despite employing a number of clerks to help him with some of the
more mundane aspects of it, it still took him ten years to finish. The entry he wrote in his
dictionary to define the word ‘dull’, was “not exhilarating; as in ‘to make dictionaries is dull work’.”
So much has been written about Dr Johnson that I won’t write more here, but one of his many
famous quotes that I particularly like and have used on the home page of this website, is “When
a man is tired of London, he is tired of life” … that continues, “… for there is in London all that life
can afford”.
From Dr Johnson’s House, walk down to the other end of the square and at the bottom you’ll
see a delightful monument to his cat ‘Hodge’. He called it a “very fine cat indeed” and as its
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favourite food was oysters (very cheap in those days) you can see an empty shell at his feet,
though to me it looks more like a mussel shell.
From here turn to the right, pass the large protruding clock on the wall of Boswell House and
at the bottom of the passage turn left and into a small courtyard with a tree.
Cross over to the far left and continue down the narrow passageway called Wine Office Court,
which takes its name from the excise office once situated here, where licenses to sell wine were
issued. The writer Oliver Goldsmith lived at No 6, which was where he wrote part of The Vicar of
Wakefield – and it was thanks to Dr Johnson, who sold the book for him, that he was saved from
eviction.
On your left is the very old ‘Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese’. There’s been an inn on the site since
1538 though the original was destroyed in the Great Fire of London in 1666 and rebuilt the
following year. Inside there’s a maze of small rooms on different levels – it feels as though
nothing’s changed for the past two or three hundred years. And I like the board next to the side
door into the pub that lists all the kings and queens from then right up to the present time.
With the inn being just around the corner from Dr Johnson’s house, it’s hardly surprising that he
was a regular here, as was Charles Dickens, who also lived close by.
The list of customers reads like a literary ‘Who’s Who’, and includes the likes of Mark Twain,
Alfred Tennyson, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, G.K. Chesterton, P.G. Woodhouse, Dr Samuel Johnson
and Oliver Goldsmith. So it’s not surprising that the pub is famed across the world, with visitors
particularly from English-speaking countries such as Australia and America, coming to see the
pub where literary geniuses once drank.
When Polly, another of the pub’s famous regulars died in 1926, her obituary was carried by
newspapers across the world. However, it is worth pointing out that Polly was actually an African
grey parrot who had lived in the pub for over forty years. Polly was said to have learnt to swear
and could do an excellent imitation of a champagne bottle being uncorked. After she died, Polly
was duly stuffed and now sits overlooking the bar.
Turn left into Fleet Street – passing yet another court, Cheshire Court – and you can now see St
Paul’s Cathedral ahead in the distance. The building you pass next was once the offices and print
halls of the Daily Telegraph, which was founded in 1855. The current building was erected in
1928 and given the name of Peterborough Court, the reason being the Bishop of Peterborough
once lived in a house nearby – (older readers of the Telegraph may recall that for many years it
carried a daily diary column of that name).
The building is six-storeys in height with a recessed top storey, and with its grand looking Doric
columns it certainly looks impressive.
Although the newspaper left the building in 1987, (if you look up above the first floor, you can
still see the words ‘Daily Telegraph’ cut into the stone fascia), it was then taken over by Goldman
Sachs on a lease that ends 2021 and at a rent I’ve read of £18 million a year.
Just a little further along is the striking ‘black and glass’ building that for many years was the
offices and printing halls of the Daily and Sunday Express newspapers. You get a better view of
the building from the other side of the road – where we go next.
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Cross over Fleet Street here (at the traffic island) – once across look back to get a good view
of the Daily Express offices.
The Express was founded in 1900 and originally printed in Manchester, before moving here in
1932. The building, which is Grade II listed, is said to be an excellent example of artdeco/Streamline-Moderne architecture (and no, I’d never heard of that architectural form either)
I’ve best seen it described as a ‘glazed envelope of black and transparent glass with curved
corners’, which I thought was rather apt. Following the exodus of other newspapers, the Express
moved out of Fleet Street in 1980s and currently this building, as well as that of the Daily
Telegraph’s, are owned by the enormous American Goldman Sachs financial company.
Turn up into the pedestrianised St Bride’s Avenue and facing you is St Bride’s Church. It’s
normally open seven days a week, so walk in to take a look at this beautiful Christopher Wren
church. (When you’ve finished looking around, leave by the exit to the right of where you came
in.)
St Bride’s is built on the site of one of Britain’s earliest Christian churches and dates back to the
6th century. This is the seventh church thought to have been built on the site, the fifth and sixth
were both destroyed by fire – the first in the Great Fire of London in 1666 and the second in 1940
during the Second World War.
A few interesting points at a glance –








It was one of four churches within the City of London that would ring the ‘curfew bell’.
It was the site of Wynkyn de Worde’s printing press, only the second ever in England and
as such became the centre of ‘literary London’ and later, Britain’s newspaper publishing
trade.
King John was known to hold his parliament here and it was the first church in Britain to
use the Book of Common Prayer, written by Thomas Crammer, the Archbishop of
Canterbury in the 1550s.
The tradition of tiered wedding cakes begun here – thanks to a baker who lived nearby
and modelled his own cake on the tiered spire of St Bride’s.
Samuel Pepys mentions in his diary having to bribe the gravedigger with six pence to
‘jostle together’ the bodies because ‘of the fullness of the middle isle’ to make way for his
brother Tom, when he died in 1664.

For more information on this fascinating church, please see the appendix.
Before you leave the church, I suggest you pay a visit to the crypt – the entrance is down the
stone steps just inside of the entrance. The crypt is now more of a museum – there are remnants
of a Roman villa that once stood on the site, as well as remains of the foundations of the original
6th century church, which were discovered during rebuilding after the Second World War, and
much more. There is even a splendid visual display of the history of the newspaper industry in
Fleet Street.
Once you are ready to move on, then just a reminder to leave the church through the west
door which faces the altar at the rear of the church; walk down the double height vaulted
passageway called St Bride’s Avenue that runs through the centre of what used to be the
Reuters building, the last commercial building in London designed by Edward Lutyens (18691944) known for his ability to imaginatively adapt traditional architectural styles to the
requirements of the modern era.
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At the end turn left into Salisbury Court. (Notice the sign on the wall of the building facing you
which explains that the first ever edition of the Sunday Times was edited here by Henry White at
on 20th October 1822.)
Continue on for about 50 or so yards, passing a small square on your right with a monument to a
past Lord Mayor of London, then look out for an archway in the in the building on your left which
we walk through.
The church of St Bride’s is on your left, whilst at the far end you’ll see the St Bride Institute, a
Grade II listed Victorian building.
The Institute was set up in 1891 as a cultural, educational and social facility for those working in
the printing industry and today has a library with two miles of shelves of books relating to the
printing and related industries. The building also contains the Bridewell Theatre.
The St Bride Foundation was set up in 1891 as a cultural, educational and social facility for those
working or involved in the rapidly growing printing industry that was being concentrated in the
area. It was then, and still is today, of interest particularly for to all who are interested in the
whole sphere of printing – from typesetting and engraving through to the actual binding of
books.
The building hosts a unique library with over two miles of shelves dedicated to all aspects of
graphic design, typograph, printing etc. The Institute runs a number of lectures and workshops
for those interested in learning more about the printing crafts. And still within the building are
many of the original facilities – even the baths and a laundry, although these are now used for
different purposes – the laundry now being a bar and the swimming pool now boarded over and
the popular Bridewell Theatre.
Go down the flight of steps immediately in front of the Institute’s building and take the
first left up the narrow Bride Lane.
At the end you’ll find two more famous old pubs. On the left is the Old Bell, whilst on your right is
… well, it’s a little confusing as the signs above windows on the side say the ‘Crown & Sugar
Loaf’, whilst the signs outside the entrance of the pub in Fleet Street say, ‘The Punch Tavern’. It
was originally the Crown & Sugar Loaf and when the famous weekly satirical and humorous
Punch magazine was established nearby in 1840, the staff were said to have quickly adopted the
pub, almost as an extension to their office, and so over time the name changed.
The Old Bell, now Grade II listed, was built by Sir Christopher Wren for the men who were
rebuilding the St Bride’s Church after it had burned down in the Great Fire of London and for
which he had drawn up the plans for its reconstruction. However, it wasn’t the first pub on the
site, as there had been one called the Swan since around 1500. Since then a pub on the site has
also been known as the Twelve Bells and the Golden Bells.
Walk the short distance down Fleet Street to Ludgate Circus. To your left at the junction is
Farringdon Street, beneath which flows the River Fleet. To the right is New Bridge Street,
which leads down to Blackfriars Station and bridge, whilst straight ahead is Ludgate Hill, which
leads up to St Paul’s and is where we walk next.
Cross over New Bridge Street and walk up on the left-hand side of Ludgate Hill. (There are
currently (2020) significant building works taking place on the right-hand side.)
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Ludgate Hill was the site of the Lud Gate, one of the entrances through the original wall of the
City of London, but it was demolished in 1760 as like Temple Bar, it was already by then causing
an obstruction to traffic.
The hill has been the route of some of the great processions of British history – the procession to
celebrate the defeat of the Spanish Armada, the celebration of the Union of England and
Scotland, the military battle victories at Waterloo and Blenheim, the silver jubilee of Queen
Victoria, to name just a few, all passed along here.

Route map 5

On your left you pass Limeburner Lane and next is the street known as ‘Old Bailey’, which
leads to the world-famous criminal court (visited on my Holborn walk). Next is St Martin Ludgate,
officially known as the Guild Church of St Martin within Ludgate, which was actually situated
alongside the Lud Gate.
Travellers coming from the west would have crossed the River Fleet at today’s Ludgate Circus
and having safely passed through the gate in the wall, this would have been the first church they
would have come to. Many would have gone into the church to give thanks for their safe arrival
within the secure walls of the City.
That church was destroyed in the Great Fire of London, and the one we see today was built in
1686 by Sir Christopher Wren. He was said to have designed its 168ft spire to be a counterpoint
to the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral and sometimes he would stand on the balcony of the spire to
watch the work being done on St Paul’s. St Martin within Ludgate is the least damaged and best
preserved of all of Wren’s churches; fortunately a change of wind direction during one of the
worst nights of aerial bombardments in 1940, when much of the surrounding area was
destroyed by fire, meant it escaped.
Fifty yards or so on is a narrow passage called Ave Maria Lane that leads to the Stationers’ Hall
(more of that shortly, including a better way to see it). Continue on up Ludgate Hill with the
magnificent aspect of St Paul’s Cathedral directly in front of you.
Keep to the left – the pavement widens out into a pedestrianised precinct, with a newly built
colonnade of shops. Follow this around to the left and at the end is the magnificently restored
Temple Bar gateway.
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But first … as you turn left at the end of the Colonnade, look up at the wall just inside and you
will see two small signs facing each other. One explains that it was here where the Grand Lodge
of English Freemasons first met in 1717. The other plaque explains that it was also the site of
George Williams’ drapery shop and home. In 1844 he and eleven others founded the YMCA
(Young Men’s Christian Association), now a worldwide organisation.
Walk through the archway of ‘Temple Bar’.
As I’ve already explained, the stone gateway was built in 1681 by Sir Christopher Wren in
Portland Stone from the royal quarries in Dorset. However, over the years its narrowness
gradually began to cause considerable traffic congestion and was dismantled in 1878. It was
carefully taken down, stone by stone – each one being carefully numbered – and put in store. It
was later purchased by Sir Henry Meux, a London brewer, who had it moved and re-erected at
the entrance to his Hertfordshire estate. In 1976 the Temple Bar Trust was established with the
aim of returning the gateway to London, which was finally achieved in 2004.
Once you’ve passed through Temple Bar arch you find yourself in the spacious Paternoster
Square. (However, if you need the loo at this point, there are excellent modern toilets
immediately on the right after you’ve passed through the arch.)
There’s a lot to explain about Paternoster Square – so please see the appendix to read both
its background as well as information about what you see today.
As you walk into the square you can’t miss the 75-foot tall Corinthian column. Built in
Portland stone and with a gold leaf ‘flaming’ copper urn on top that is illuminated at night. The
‘flaming urn’ is said to commemorate the two fires that have destroyed much of this area of
London in the past – the Great Fire of London and the ‘fire-bombs’ that would ignite on impact in
the Second World War and which caused so much devastation in this and many other areas of
the City of London. However, besides being a memorial, it also serves a practical purpose as it is
a ventilation shaft for a service road beneath the square.
Facing you on the opposite side of the square are modern office buildings, including the new
premises of the London Stock Exchange, which moved here in 2004. And if you look up at the left
side of the Exchange building, you might be able to make out a giant sundial. Whilst it doesn’t
show the hour of the day, rather ingeniously it does show the day and month.
Before we move on and finish the walk, if you’d like to make a short five minutes’ diversion to see
the beautiful Stationers’ Hall, then from Paternoster Square (with the Temple Bar behind you),
turn left into Paternoster Row and left into Ave Maria Lane, and walk straight ahead into
Stationers’ Court.
If you walk down Paternoster Row, you pass Thomas Heatherwick’s highly unusual 36 feet high
stainless-steel sculpture, with its trickling water and illuminated panels. It’s called quite simply –
and to the point – ‘Paternoster Vents’, as it is actually a very cleverly designed pair of air vents
that provide the cooling of the equipment in the underground electricity sub-station below it.
Although the walk is titled ‘Charing Cross to St Paul’s’, as the walk is about to finish, if you wanted
to visit the magnificent cathedral, you now have the opportunity to do so, though I’m not sure
whether you’ll have the time or energy! And as there’s plenty of information available elsewhere,
I’ve only included a brief mention of it in the appendix, though there’s plenty more at the
cathedral’s website.
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This is where the walk ends.
To get to St Paul’s tube station then walk to the right, passing the interesting sculpture of a
shepherd with his flock of five sheep. It was created by Elisabeth Frink and unveiled by Yehudi
Menuhin in 1974. After the square’s rebuilding, the landlords, the Mitsubishi Estates Company,
reinstated the sculpture in 2003.
Continue along the pedestrianised walk between the shops that leads into Paternoster Row
(and as you do look to the right through the gap between the shops for a most unusual view of
St Paul’s).
At the end turn left and you’ll see the sign for St Paul’s Underground Station, served by the
Central line tube.
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APPENDIX TO THE CHARING CROSS TO ST PAUL’S WALK
THE THAMES EMBANKMENT
The man responsible for the Embankment which runs alongside the Thames through much of
London was Joseph Bazalgette, who was the Metropolitan Board of Works Chief Engineer. (This
was the body responsible for trying to cope with the astonishing rise in population of London
and the problems it created from the mid-1850s until the London County Council was formed
some forty years later.)
With the huge growth in London’s population and drains gradually beginning to replace cesspits,
the city faced a growing problem with its sewage. It had always eventually ended up flowing into
the River Thames, which wasn’t so much of a problem in the winter, but it certainly was in the
summer, when much less water would flow into the river from the hills in the Cotswolds where it
rose and along the Thames Valley. The other problem was the monthly ‘Spring Tides’ (which
don’t just happen in the spring). When these occur, the water in the Thames can’t ‘empty’ as sea
water is pushed further up the river, making it virtually stagnant at times. The problem became
increasingly worse throughout the 1850s, with over ten thousand dying from outbreaks of
cholera in one year alone.
The problem came to a head in the summer of 1858 – the year that became known as ‘The Great
Stink’, when a scorching hot summer saw temperatures average 35 degrees and the Thames
hardly flowed. The result was a stench which saw ferries and watermen unable or refusing to
take to the river and Parliament having to be adjourned for a time. It was probably that which
forced members of Parliament to realise that something had to be done. Initially many tons of
lime were spread on the foreshore of the Thames and at the outlets of rivers and streams that
discharged into it, but this had no effect. Within two years Parliament had passed a bill declaring
that a proper sewage system had to be built.
The man appointed to come up with solutions was Joseph Bazalgette and he proposed building a
whole new network of sewer systems.
The facts are mind boggling. He constructed 13,000 miles of small sewers, which led into 450
miles of main sewers. These in turn fed into six main ‘interceptor’ sewers totalling 100 miles,
several of which drained into an enormous sewer that was built along the foreshore of the
Thames, taking the sewage many miles eastwards down the river, eventually ending up in two
enormous pumping stations well away from London – one on the north bank of the Thames at
Abbey Mills and the other on the south bank at Deptford.
Bazalgette insisted on constructing wide egg-shaped, brick-walled sewers rather than pipes,
which meant the sewage would flow more easily and have the space to carry more as the
population grew. And this is the sewer system that London still relies on today. And so good was
his engineering that much of it is still in excellent condition.
Why was the Embankment built as part of this?
There were three reasons for the construction of the Embankment. Principally, it was to cover
the enormous main sewer that Joseph Bazalgette built that ran alongside the river. But at the
same time it enabled an underground railway line to be built under it – another link in what
became the Circle line. Thirdly, with a new road being built on it, it helped to ease some of the
traffic problems (they certainly aren’t just a modern invention) in the congested streets, the
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Strand being just one example. And as a spin-off, it also meant that the appearance of the bank
of the river was considerably improved.
In total 38 acres of riverside were reclaimed and the new road with gardens behind it built on
top. Subsoil from the Circle line excavations, together with topsoil that was brought up from
Barking Creek, further down the Thames, were used to fill in behind the granite wall that was
built to line the river and create the Embankment as we now know it.
The design of the main Villiers Street section of the gardens (through which we walk) was much
as it is today, with paths and a large number of flower beds. Deciduous trees and shrubs were
chosen because of the beauty of their spring and summer foliage. And because they were more
likely to withstand the ‘injurious effect of the smoke laden atmosphere’. They also had to
withstand Victorian vandalism. Indeed many had to be replaced before they could gain their full
stature. The design of mounds, winding paths and flower borders to shrubberies was criticised in
the architectural press as being too rural. A central avenue of trees with only one large
terracotta pot of flowers was suggested as more appropriate. The original designs had a
fountain at the west end of the present central flower beds. A temporary wooden bandstand and
seating area was constructed over a semi-circle of the flower beds. In the 1970s the regular
lunch-time concerts were popular with office workers.
LONDON’S SEWERS
Following the ‘Great Stink’ in 1858, when Joseph Bazalgette built the new sewers, (which I have
written about above) there were just under three million people in London, so although he
designed the sewers with at least twice that population in mind, it is now over nine million!
Besides building a network of sewer tunnels across London, Bazalgette’s other brilliant idea was
a giant ‘super sewer’ that ran along the side of the Thames to pumping stations further to the
east of London, where it would then enter the Thames.
However, whilst in the 19th century people rarely took baths, most of us now take a shower or
bath on a daily basis and all houses now have flushing toilets. In addition, London then had far
more ‘green space’ than it does today, with houses, office and factories built on what was then
open land and now many household gardens no longer exist and have now been paved over,
meaning when there is heavy rain it no longer soaks into the ground, but instead goes straight
into the sewers.
As a result of all this, over the past few years there have been an increasing number of occasions
when Bazalgette’s ‘super sewer’ just can’t cope and the effluent has to be discharged into the
river, just as it had been all those years before. Indeed, its estimated that almost 40 million tons
of it now flow into the Thames each year. Which in these times of much greater environmental
concerns has of course has become unacceptable.
The Tideway Project
The solution is a brand new ‘Super Sewer’ (shown in the photo above) – the ‘Tideway Project’ –
which will be over 15 miles long when completed, and, like Bazalgette’s, runs down alongside the
Thames and in places, underneath it. It is far deeper – up to 90 feet below the ground or
riverbed, and wide and tall enough for two double decker buses to drive through it side by side.
Although the construction is causing major disruption in parts of London, particularly to people
who live by the river and close to the many sites where the tunnelling is taking place, there will
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eventually be an added benefit, similar to that of Bazalgette’s scheme – new public spaces along
the bank of the river.
The enormous amount of waste material being excavated from the tunnel is being taken by
barge some miles downriver to Rainham in Essex and used to create a nature reserve.
THE SAVOY
The Savoy Palace
The Count of Savoy was given land here in 1246 on which he built a magnificent palace. This later
became the London residence of John of Gaunt, the uncle of Richard III, who was said to have
been responsible for the implementation of the Poll Tax. This unpopular tax (history did of
course repeat itself many years later) resulted in an uprising in 1381 that became known as the
Peasants’ Revolt and which resulted in a mob led by Wat Tyler destroying his palace.
A hospital for the poor was afterwards built on the site, and it was later used as a prison and a
military barracks. The semi-derelict buildings were demolished in 1820 in order to build
Lancaster Place, the approach road to Waterloo Bridge. The Savoy Hotel was later built on the
adjoining site.
The Savoy Hotel
The Savoy opened in 1889. It was built by Richard D’Oyly Carte, the founder and one-time
proprietor of the Savoy Theatre which was already on part of the site (and, of course, still is). He
had premiered eight of Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic operas in the theatre and they were so
successful, particularly the Mikado, that he became so incredibly wealthy that he was able to
build the hotel. (There’s a memorial to Richard in the garden in front of the hotel).
The Savoy was the first purpose-built luxury hotel in London, offering standards that had never
previously been seen in any hotel in the world. It became the place to stay for the wealthy,
famous, glamorous and notorious. Indeed, the list of notable people who have stayed there over
the years reads like a ‘Who’s Who’ from the world of royalty, politics, business and entertainment
– Edward VIII, Oscar Wilde, Barbara Streisand, Frank Sinatra, Charlie Chaplin, Jimi Hendrix and
The Beatles to name just a few. And two famous guests didn’t just stay in the hotel – James
Whistler and Claude Monet both painted the magnificent view of the River Thames from its
windows.
One person who spent the last few years of his life in the hotel was the Irish actor and singer
Richard Harris (he of the rather odd 1960 MacArthur Park chart hit). He was taken ill and just as
he was being carried out of the hotel on a stretcher, he joked, “It was the food!” He died a few
days later.
WATERLOO BRIDGE
The first bridge across the Thames at this point was built in Cornish granite by John Rennie and
opened on the second anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. It was to have been called the
Strand Bridge, but, following the British victory over the French army at Waterloo, Parliament
decided to rename it the Waterloo Bridge.
Consisting of nine arches, each with a span of 120 feet, it was described by the Italian architect
Canova as the ‘Noblest bridge in the world’, who added that it was ‘worth travelling to England
just to see the bridge.’
33

Unfortunately, the bridge had serious structural problems and after many arguments between
conservationists, who loved the beautiful design of the old bridge, and users of the newly
motorised vehicles who weren’t allowed to cross it because of its problems, a new bridge was
eventually agreed upon.
The new bridge was built by the architect Giles Gilbert Scott, who was responsible for many
other important buildings and structures in London, including the Bankside Power Station (now
the Tate Modern) and the Battersea Power Station. He used Portland stone, which for many
years had been popular for public buildings and other structures in London – one of its
advantages was that the quarries from where it came were situated on the coast of Dorset and
being adjacent to the sea meant that transporting it to London by barge was both economical
and pre-20th century, relatively quick. Portland stone is also said to be ‘self-cleaning’ in rain.
However, to ensure there’d be no further problems with stability, Scott also added beams of
reinforced concrete, which proved to be difficult to implement.
The granite stones that were demolished from the original bridge were presented to various
countries in the Commonwealth – two were used on a bridge in the Australian capital Canberra,
whilst others were used for a memorial to a dog that used to roam the dockside in Wellington,
New Zealand and which was popular with the local dockworkers.
As a result of a shortage of male workers due to it being war time, the bridge was constructed by
a largely female workforce. Sadly, only a token handful were invited to the official opening
ceremony.
TEMPLE BAR
Temple Bar dates back to the 13th century, when it was a simple wooden bar fastened between
two posts erected at the entrance to the City of London where people would pay tolls,
particularly if they were bringing in goods.
A more elaborate wooden structure was built later, which even had a prison cell above it, as well
as spikes on which the heads of those who’d fallen out of favour with the authorities were
impaled. Although it avoided being destroyed in the Great Fire of London, it was in such a poor
state that on the orders of Charles II it was rebuilt in Portland stone from the royal quarries in
Dorset. Designed by Sir Christopher Wren, it had a central arch for carriages and a foot postern
on either side.
In 1874 the structure was found to be unsafe as a result, it was thought, of the excavations for
the building of the adjacent Law Courts. In addition, as the street had become busier, it was
acting as a ‘pinch point’ and causing considerable delays to traffic. Consequently, the
Corporation of London had the structure removed and the road widened. This had major
implications for Child’s Bank, which I mention shortly, as not only did its premises adjoin the
southern wall of the Temple Bar, but also because for many years it had rented the room above
the gateway for the storage of its old records.
When Temple Bar was demolished, each individual stone was carefully taken down, its position
in the structure labelled and the Corporation of London put it into storage. It was later
purchased by Sir Henry Meux, the owner of the Horseshoe Brewery in London, to provide a
grand entrance to his private estate in Hertfordshire.
A campaign was mounted a few years ago for the arch to be brought back to London and thanks
to the Temple Bar Trust, private donations and the City of London Corporation, around £3
million was raised to have it re-erected adjacent to St Paul’s Cathedral.
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More information can be found at https://www.thetemplebar.info/.
THE OBELISK ON THE EMBANKMENT
The obelisk was one of a pair that was erected by Pharaoh Thotmes III around 1500 BC at the
Temple of the Sun at Heliopolis. A third obelisk was erected some years later on the same site.
In 12 BC the obelisks were removed by Roman Emperor Caesar Augustus and taken to
Alexandria, the Royal City of Cleopatra, where they remained until the Viceroy of Egypt presented
one to Great Britain and one to America in the time of George IV. However, despite this kind
gesture, the British Government didn’t think the obelisk was worth moving, but in 1877, the cost
of doing so was underwritten by Sir Erasmus Wilson, a wealthy skin specialist and philanthropist.
(He helped introduce the idea of Turkish Baths into Britain as well as campaigning for daily baths
in the home – something quite revolutionary at the time!)
Weighing nearly 200 tons, it was encased in an iron cylinder and towed on its journey to London
by a steamship. Unfortunately a severe storm blew up whilst it was being brought through the
Bay of Biscay and it broke free. Six men were drowned in the storm, (their names are inscribed
on the base of the obelisk) and at first it was thought to have sunk. However, fortunately it
hadn’t, and the iron tube was spotted floating in the sea a few days later and the obelisk was
eventually erected here in 1879.
The inscription on the obelisk reads; This obelisk, prostrate for centuries on the sands of
Alexandria, was presented to the British nation in AD1819 by Mohammed Ali Viceroy of Egypt. A
worthy memorial of our distinguished countrymen Nelson and Abercromby.
One of the other three obelisks went to America and now stands in New York’s Central Park,
whilst the other went to Paris.
ARTHUR SULLIVAN
Arthur Sullivan was born just across the Thames in Lambeth and, as a result of his hugely
successful career, was knighted by Queen Victoria when he was just 41 years old.
In total he wrote around 24 operas, eleven major orchestral works, eight choral works, two
ballets and the incidental music to several plays. In addition to all of that, he composed various
other musical pieces – chamber works, piano scores as well as a number of hymns, the most
well-known being Onward Christian Soldiers. He also received commissions to write a number of
essays.
I have read that Arthur always wanted to be known as much for his more serious choral works as
for his ‘comic operas’, and it is said that he wrote the wonderful ‘The Lost Chord’ in this vein. It
was written when his brother was dying, and Arthur was sitting by his bedside. It’s not at all wellknown these days, which is rather a shame as it is a wonderful short piece of music. For anyone
interested in listening to it, a famous version sung by Webster Booth and recorded in 1939 is
available on YouTube.
Sullivan died of a heart failure following an attack of bronchitis when he was just 58, but his
death caused something of a family problem because Queen Victoria overruled his wishes to be
buried with the rest of his family in Brompton Cemetery, insisting that instead he was to be
placed in St Paul’s Cathedral, which of course was what happened.
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CHARLES DICKENS
We hear quite a bit about Charles Dickens on this walk. Indeed, right at the start, close to the
Embankment station and the Hungerford Railway Bridge, was the site of the Warren’s Shoe
Blacking Factory where the 12-year-old Dickens was forced to begin working. This was as a result
of his father being put in the debtors’ prison, which meant his family suddenly became extremely
poor. It was because Charles’s work in the factory was so boring that he first began to make up
stories, initially just to amuse himself, but it wasn’t long before he was telling them to his fellow
workers. And of course, some of these stories were to later make him so famous!
Apparently, the conditions in the factory were so awful that he never spoke of them again,
though it is thought that he did make reference to some of those experiences in his book David
Copperfield. Some say that it was a sort of autobiography, though he changed the name of the
factory to Murdstone and Ginby.
Finally, not only did he work here, but his family lived in an attic room in the nearby Buckingham
Street, though this has since been demolished.
SOMERSET HOUSE
A timeline history
I have taken this from the Somerset House website, where you’ll find much more information
about the history and visiting this wonderful historic building.
1547 Edward Seymour, Lord Protector and Duke of Somerset, starts building a palace for himself
on the banks of the Thames
1552 Seymour is executed at the Tower of London; ownership of his palace, nearly complete,
passes to the Crown
1553 Aged 20, Princess Elizabeth moves to Somerset House; she lives there until 1558, when
she’s crowned Queen Elizabeth I
1603 Anne of Denmark, wife of James I of England (James VI of Scotland), moves to Somerset
House, which is renamed Denmark House in her honour
1604 The Treaty of London, ending the 19-year Anglo-Spanish War, is negotiated and signed at
Denmark House
1609 Anne of Denmark invites Inigo Jones and other architects to redesign and rebuild parts of
the palace; work continues until her death in 1619
1625 Charles I is crowned king; his wife, Henrietta Maria of France, commissions Jones and
others to undertake more construction and renovation work, including a lavish new Roman
Catholic chapel completed in 1636
1642 The English Civil War begins; soon afterwards, General Thomas Fairfax takes over the
palace as the headquarters for the Parliamentary Army
1649 The Civil War ends, and Charles I is executed; Parliament tries and fails to sell Denmark
House, but successfully sells its contents for the then-huge sum of £118,000
1652 Inigo Jones dies at Denmark House

36

1660 Charles II is crowned king at the start of the Restoration; Henrietta Maria, his mother,
returns to Denmark House; more new construction follows
1665 The Plague sweeps through London; Henrietta Maria moves back to France, where she dies
in 1669
1666 The Great Fire of London destroys much of the City of London, but stops just short of
Denmark House
1685 Charles II dies and his wife, Catherine of Braganza, moves into Denmark House; Sir
Christopher Wren oversees yet more construction and renovation work
1693 Catherine of Braganza leaves Denmark House, the last royal to live in the palace
early 1700s Denmark House is used as grace-and-favour apartments, offices, storage and
stables
c.1750 Canaletto paints two views from the terrace
1775 After decades of neglect, the original Somerset House is demolished; architect William
Chambers immediately starts work on its replacement
1779 The Royal Academy of Arts becomes the first resident of new Somerset House in what’s
now known as the North Wing
1780 The Royal Society and the Society of Antiquaries take up residence in the North Wing;
Somerset House hosts the first Royal Academy Exhibition
1786 The Embankment Building, known today as the South Wing, is completed; the East and
West Wings are completed two years later
1789 The Navy Board completes its move to Somerset House and eventually occupies one-third
of the site; the Stamp Office, responsible for taxing newspapers and other documents, joins the
board in the South Wing
1795 William Chambers, then aged 72, retires; James Watt replaces him as the building’s
architect
1801 The new Somerset House is deemed complete; its construction having cost a mammoth
£462,323
1829 Sir Robert Smirke starts work on King’s College, which opens in 1831 and is finally
completed in 1835
1836 The General Register Office, responsible for births, deaths and marriages, is established
here
1837 One year after the final Royal Academy Exhibition at Somerset House, the academy moves
to Burlington House on Piccadilly
1849 Having merged in 1834, the Stamp Office and the Board of Taxes join with the Board of
Excise to form the Inland Revenue, which remains in residence for more than 150 years
1856 Seven years after James Pennethorne started work on its design, the New Wing is
completed
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1857 The Royal Society moves out of Somerset House to join the Royal Academy of Arts at
Burlington House; the Society of Antiquaries follows 17 years later
1864 Work begins on the Victoria Embankment, designed by Sir Joseph Bazalgette; the
embankment is completed in 1870
1873 The Admiralty leaves Somerset House; its offices are taken over by the Inland Revenue
1940s Near the start of World War II, the Inland Revenue temporarily moves out of Somerset
House; the Ministry of Supply takes its place
1950 Sir Alfred Richardson starts a two-year project to rebuild the Navy Staircase, known today
as the Nelson Stair, which had suffered terrible bomb damage in 1940
1970 After 134 years at Somerset House, the General Register Office moves out
1989 The Courtauld Institute of Art moves into the North Wing
1997 The Somerset House Trust is established to preserve and develop Somerset House for
public use
2000 The River Terrace opens to the public for the first time in more than a century; the
Hermitage Rooms and the Gilbert Collection both open; then, in December, Somerset House
installs a temporary ice rink for the first time
2001 American band Lambchop plays the first gig in the Edmond J. Safra Fountain Court; a full
programme of shows follows in 2002 and continues today as the Summer Series
2009 London Fashion Week takes place at Somerset House for the first time
2011 The HMRC (formerly the Inland Revenue) closes its offices at Somerset House
2016 Somerset House Studios launches
CHILD & CO.
This is the oldest bank still trading in the United Kingdom and evolved from the goldsmithing
business of Robert Blanchard, who was joined in 1665 by Francis Child. They were among a small
group of goldsmiths who, in the late 17th century, revolutionised personal finance. By offering
banking services and developing new forms of paper money, they significantly helped reduce the
risks and difficulties involved in undertaking financial transactions (see the subsection below).
The original offices, which were described by the Daily Telegraph as the ‘grimy banking house of
Messrs Child and dingy in aspect’ were attached to the Temple Bar and so jutted out into Fleet
Street. This increasingly caused congestion, so it must have been a relief when Child’s agreed to
surrender part of their land to erect a new building that was set further back, which is the one
we see today. This widening of Fleet Street must also have benefitted the firm as previously the
carriages of visiting clients would sometimes completely block the thoroughfare.
Child’s Bank was believed to have been the model for Tellson’s Bank in Charles Dickens’ A Tale of
Two Cities. In it he wrote, “Tellson’s Bank by Temple Bar was an old-fashioned place … It was very
small, very dark, very ugly, very incommodious … a miserable little shop, with two little counters,
where the oldest of men made your cheque shake as if the wind rustled it, while they examined
the signature by the dingiest of windows, which were always under a shower-bath of mud from
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Fleet Street, and which were made dingier by their own iron bars proper, and the heavy shadow
of Temple Bar’.
The building we see today was designed by the eminent architect John Gibson and built with a
Portland stone frontage, high-arched ground floor windows and embedded columns like giant
pillars that rise through the second and third storeys. With a first-floor balcony and an
overhanging cornice it was certainly an impressive building, and not surprisingly now Grade II
listed.
At the rear of the building were the living quarters of the servants, whilst on the upper floors
were the sitting rooms and bedrooms of the members of staff who lived in. Telephones were
installed in 1893 and electric lighting in 1899 – both very advanced at that time. The building was
modernised again in 2015 and Child’s is now the private banking division of the Royal Bank of
Scotland.
Child & Co. and the early years of banking
I mention in the walk how Child & Co. changed from being goldsmiths to being bankers and for
those interested I’ve written a little more about the early days of banking.
The first banknotes – In the mid-17th century, goldsmiths already used to manufacture and
dealing in items of high worth, also began to accept their client’s’ valuables and money for safe
keeping. In return, they issued receipts, effectively promises to return the items or pay the value
on demand. It was these receipts which developed into transferrable promissory notes that
became the forerunners of the modern banknote.
The first cheques – Blanchard and Child began accepting written instructions from their clients
to make payments to third parties. Called ‘drawn notes’, because they drew on the customer’s
funds held by the goldsmiths, these handwritten requests often began with the words ‘Pray pay’
… followed by the name of the recipient, and the amount to be paid. The drawn note was the
predecessor of the modern cheque, whose wording was standardised in the 18th century when
the bank issued its first cheques.
The first bank accounts – Blanchard and Child recorded each customer’s transactions in a
dedicated account in the bank’s ledgers, with payments on one side and receipts on the other –
these ledger entries were precursors of our modern bank accounts. They also used ledgers to
record loans to clients, which they referred to as ‘pawnes’, reflecting the fact that the loans were
made on the security of the valuables their clients deposited.
Some of this information was taken from a brochure published by Child & Co. giving brief details
of the company’s history.
ST DUNSTAN-IN-THE-WEST
Legend says that the first church here was built by the British King Cadwallon (and no, I haven’t
either!) in the 7th century, around the time of the first St Paul’s. A new church was built here in
Norman times, which was rebuilt in 1437, and named St Martin, after a Roman soldier who
converted to Christianity in northern France.
The Native American princess Pocahontas is said to have visited the church when she lived on
Ludgate Hill in 1616 and was befriended by the rector.
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Admiral Sir William Penn the naval reformer and father of the founder of Pennsylvania was
married here in 1643.
The first church on the site was built around 990AD, and was saved from the Great Fire in 1666
thanks to a sudden change of wind and forty scholars of Westminster School who, whilst the fire
raged around them, formed a line to manhandle buckets and managed to put out the blazing
nearby buildings. The clock on the front of the church was a gift from parishioners to give thanks
to God for the timely change in wind direction.
The church we see today was built in the 1830s when it was moved back to allow Fleet Street to
be widened. Because the site was then a lot smaller, the problem of lack of space was solved by
designing the church’s interior in an octagonal shape. Although its tower was badly damaged by
bombs in the Second World War, it was rebuilt in the 1950s thanks to the generosity of a
newspaper magnate.
As with St Bride’s, which we see shortly, its churchyard was used by many booksellers (I explain
why then). Here was published Hamlet and Romeo & Juliet, Izaak Walton’s Compleat Angler and a
poem by a blind poet by the name of John Milton called Paradise Lost.
The clock of the previous church was one of London’s top sights and the ‘giants’ that struck the
hours were put in place as far back as 1671. It was said that the two figures were “more admired
on Sundays by the populace than the most eloquent preacher in the pulpit within.” I like the fact
that Lord Hertford, who used to see them as a child when he visited in 1708, said that one day
he’d buy them. He did … and set them up at his house in Regent’s Park. However, when the
church was being rebuilt in the 19th century, they were returned here by Viscount Northcliffe to
mark the Silver Jubilee of George V.
Above the parochial school in the courtyard are statues of King Lud, the mythical sovereign, and
his sons, as well as Elizabeth I, which all once stood in Ludgate. There is also a memorial to Lord
Northcliffe, founder of the Daily Mail and Daily Mirror.
St Dunstan’s is unusual in being both an Anglican and Romanian Orthodox Church as well as
having links with Armenian, Coptic, Syrian, Ethiopian, Lutheran and the Reformed Church – truly
very ecumenical! And the reason it’s called St Dunstan-in-the-West is to distinguish it from
another church of the same name in the east of London.
SERJEANTS’ INN
Serjeants’ Inn takes its name from its previous premises at 50 Fleet Street, one of the City of
London’s important historic sites. It is said that during the 16th and 17th centuries the Inn
formed the legal centre of England. The freehold of the Inn was given to the Deans and Chapter
of York and Canterbury in 1409 and they held it until 1838 when it was sold to the Amicable
Society to relieve financial difficulties caused by a calamitous fire in York Minster.
In 1516 the judges and Serjeants commenced their long occupation. The “Serjeants” were a
“superior order of barristers” from among whom Common Law Judges were chosen. On 4th
September 1666 the inn was completely destroyed by the Great Fire of London.
Subsequently, John Hartley, a book seller in Fleet Street, formed the very first life insurance
office, the Amicable Society, in 1706, and the society purchased 50 Fleet Street for occupation in
1838. In 1866 the Amicable Society was amalgamated with the Norwich Union Life Insurance
Society and in 1881 the society’s freehold interest in the inn was sold. In 1954 Norwich Union
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repurchased the site and rebuilt the inn in its present form after it had been gutted by incendiary
bombs in 1941.
In 1912 the former Amicable premises at 50 Fleet Street were affected by road widening and as a
result the society purchased nos. 48, 49 and 51 Fleet Street. The gates of the building were
removed during rebuilding works and then lost for many years until they were discovered in a
scrap yard in 1937. They were then taken to Norwich and built into an extension to the Norwich
Union head office before being returned to Fleet Street in 1959, where they were initially sited in
the wrong place until 1970, when they were sited in their present position.
In 1986 the barristers’ chambers in Carpmael Building, Temple, relocated to 49 Fleet Street and
became Number 3 Serjeants’ Inn Chambers – the first common law set of chambers to move out
of the Inns of Court and into commercial accommodation. In 2013 Serjeants’ Inn Chambers
moved out and the building was totally renovated to become the five-star Apex Temple Court
Hotel.
FLEET STREET AND NEWSPAPERS
Fleet Street has been synonymous with the printing and newspaper industry for several hundred
years. In the alleys, courts and lanes off Fleet Street there had been considerable printing activity
for hundreds of years. Small printing offices produced everything from broadsheets to bibles. On
the upper floors skilled compositors arranged the type ready for the pressmen downstairs, who
undertook the inking and printing. Allied trades such as engraving and bookbinding were located
nearby.
During the 18th and early 19th centuries, newspapers with limited local distribution began to be
produced in the Fleet Street area. The first daily newspaper to be published there was the Daily
Courant, soon joined by renowned titles such as the Daily Universal Register (1785), which was
renamed The Times, and The Observer (1791). In 1814, John Walter II increased the speed of
printing newspapers by introducing steam-driven cylinder presses at The Times, whilst the
repeal of the stamp duty (which I mention elsewhere) in 1855 were both major turning points for
the industry.
Fleet Street, lying conveniently between the key financial and political areas of London, soon
became the centre of newspaper and periodical publishing. Many new mass-market titles, some
costing as little as a penny, were launched from here. The electric telegraph made home and
foreign news-gathering faster and more efficient. Distribution was improved by the growing
railway network.
1890s–1920s
The 1890s saw the emergence of popular magazines and newspapers aimed at a new and much
larger market. The target reader was the ‘ordinary person’. Alfred Harmsworth’s Daily Mail, first
published in 1896, was the most successful of these new popular newspapers. It featured bold
headlines, lively journalism and many illustrations. Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe, exploited
the latest printing and news-gathering technologies; the linotype typesetting machine, typewriter
and electric telegraph. He launched the tabloid Daily Mirror in 1903, and in 1908 he bought out
and quickly revived The Times, becoming Fleet Street’s first newspaper tycoon.
By the first decades of the 20th century, Fleet Street had become the centre of Britain’s national
newspapers, as well as a centre of world media, rivalling New York. It became the aspiration of
young journalists to work there.
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The End of ‘Ink Street’
During the first half of the 20th century, newspaper readership levels and advertising revenue
grew steadily. By 1947, the Daily Express and the Daily Mirror both had a circulation of nearly four
million. Concentrated in and around Fleet Street were the buildings of the major national
newspapers. In addition there were many news and photo agencies and all the offices of the
many specialist, provincial and foreign magazines and newspapers.
The introduction of new electronic printing technology in the 1980s, which made the skills of
many print workers obsolete, brought already uneasy relations between managers, unions and
print workers to a crisis point. It was Murdoch’s frustration with the unions that finally prompted
the move of his four newspapers out of Fleet Street and into a purpose-built plant at Wapping,
nicknamed ‘Fortress Wapping’ that became the scene of many angry battles. Other newspapers
followed, not only because of problems with industrial relations, but also because many had
outgrown their cramped and expensive sites, swapping them for cheaper locations elsewhere in
London. With the departure of newspaper printing from Fleet Street in the 1980s, central London
lost its last great manufacturing industry. Developers moved in to create prime office space –
Fleet Street had entered a new era.
Some of the information for this has come from an excellent exhibition about Fleet Street and
the newspaper industry in the crypt of St Bride’s Church – and designed and produced by the
Museum of London.
ST BRIDE
The first religious building on the site was thought to have been erected by the Romans in AD43
so it is one of the earliest known sites of worship in Britain. The first Christian church was built
here in the 7th century and thought to have been founded by St Bride or St Bridget of Kildare.
She was the daughter of a 5th century Irish prince, who became a Christian and wanted to
devote her life to her calling, but her father was against this. However, it was said that after she
had given away much of his wealth to the poor, he realised she was clearly very serious about it
and subsequently agreed with her wishes. She entered the monastery at Kildare and became the
abbess. She was known to have travelled widely, presumably including London.
The church we see today is the seventh to have been built on this site and replaces a Norman
church that was built in the 11th century and destroyed in the Great Fire of London in 1666. The
diarist Samuel Pepys, who had been baptised in in the church in 1633, witnessed the church
being destroyed in the fire and wrote about it in his diary.
The church was rebuilt by Sir Christopher Wren, reopening in 1675, though the steeple wasn’t
finished until some years later. Indeed, it is the spectacular steeple – said to have been the most
beautiful that Wren designed – which is one of the reasons that the church became so famous.
For many years it was one of the tallest churches in London, though the steeple did lose around
eight feet of its height after being struck by lightning in the 18th century. It’s just over 230 feet
high and consists of four ‘tiers’, each reducing in size as it ascends. And it is this unusual design
which has resulted in the steeple’s significant role in weddings, or at least in the tradition of the
cake – the tiered wedding cakes, which are served at most receptions, are said to have been the
invented by an 18th century pastry maker who lived nearby on Ludgate Hill. He created a cake
inspired by the tiered steeple for his own marriage – and it’s a tradition that has carried on ever
since.
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Despite the intense bombing in the Second World War that devastated so much of the City of
London, the steeple survived – although the church didn’t, being hit by firebombs which resulted
in much of it being destroyed. Fortunately the church’s long-standing relationship with the many
newspapers based in Fleet Street resulted in them giving significant amounts of money to help
with the rebuilding. (As you may have noticed when you walked into the church, the sign at the
entrance proudly says it’s the ‘Cathedral of Fleet Street’ and even though newspapers have long
since moved out of the street, it has retained a close relationship with the publishing industry).
FLEET STREET AND THE PRINTING INDUSTRY
Fleet Street’s association with printing began around 1500 when Wynkyn de Worde set up his
business in the St Bride’s churchyard (he was later buried here). He had been an apprentice and
friend of William Caxton, who is regarded as being the ‘father of printing in England’ as he was
the first to introduce printing into Britain, which he did in his printing workshop in Westminster.
People sometimes wonder why churchyards, like that of St Bride’s, were popular with the early
printers. St Bride’s, like St Dunstan’s that we saw earlier, would have been places where lawyers
would meet to seek business and it was where clergy and other learned scholars would also
gather. St Bride’s was situated in an area known for its religious connections and it was around
here that a number of eminent churchmen such as the Bishops of Salisbury, Peterborough and
Ely lived – and their names are remembered in several of the nearby squares and courtyards.
They would have been amongst the few people who could read in those days and as a result,
potential customers for early printed books. Therefore it was a logical place for Wynkyn to set up
the press he had purchased from Caxton. Indeed, over the years the list of literary people who
have lived within the parish of St Bride’s reads like a who’s who of great writers – Dryden, Izaak
Walton (best known today for his Compleat Angler), John Aubrey, Samuel Pepys, who along with
his eight brothers and sisters was christened within the church, Milton, Hogarth, Pope, Boswell,
Johnson, … whilst the likes of Wordsworth, Keats, Thomas Hood and William Hazlitt ‘held levees
in a local coffee house’. (And if you don’t know what a levee is, neither did I, but according to the
Merriam-Webster dictionary, it means a ‘reception held by a person of distinction on rising from
bed’- other meanings are a reception usually in honour of a particular person.
For those interested in learning more about Wynkyn de Worde, (and I can’t help but think what a
great name he had for a printer) then I suggest you take a look at this excellent website:
www.intriguing-history.com.
Finally, the relationship between church and printers – Since the 15th century St Bride’s has been
known as the ‘printer’s church’ – and over more recent times the church of journalists and
writers as well. The relationship between church and print is unique. Just one example is that
those in the printing industry have always called their union branches ‘chapels’, whilst the head
of each ‘chapel’ is known as Father – who in a different industry would be known as the ‘shop
steward’.
PATERNOSTER SQUARE
Firstly, the meaning of the word ‘Paternoster’* … it comes from two Latin words – Pater and
Noster, which mean ‘Our Father’, the first two words of the Lord’s Prayer. ‘Paternoster’ has
become another name for the strings of prayer beads – more commonly known as rosary beads
– that are used by Catholics. The priests of St Paul’s (of course it was then a Catholic cathedral)
would walk along this street reciting the ‘Paternoster’ whilst holding their rosary beads and in the
14th and 15th centuries there were many makers of the beads living here.
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Until the Great Fire of London in 1666, much of Paternoster Row was occupied by the stalls and
shops of mercers, (merchants and traders who would sell silks, linen, furs and general textiles).
In addition, this area around St Paul’s Churchyard increasingly became the home of many
printing and publishing companies as well as booksellers. Indeed, the magnificent Hall of the
Stationers’ Livery Company, who for several centuries were the official organisation that
regulated printing and publishing, is just around the corner. Until as late as 1911, all new books
had to be registered at Stationers’ Hall. (I explain in the walk how you can see the hall).
Unfortunately, much of Paternoster Row and the surrounding area was destroyed in December
1940 during one of the heaviest attacks that London received and the medieval streets and the
wonderful old buildings housing those booksellers and publishing companies were destroyed. In
addition, several million valuable books and manuscripts were also lost in the fire that night.
Rebuilding work on the area began in the 1960s but, as with so much of the redevelopment of
the bomb-damaged cities of Britain at that time, what was built in its place was regarded by
many as being ‘poorly designed and ugly’. Indeed, it was described by Robert Finch, the Lord
Mayor of London in an article in the Guardian newspaper in 2004 as being made up of “ghastly,
monolithic constructions without definition or character”.
Fortunately, further redevelopment has taken place quite recently and, as a result of significant
investment by the Japanese Mitsubishi Development Company, the modern and considerably
more appealing Paternoster Square you see today opened in 2003, (though I accept that being
so modern may not be to everybody’s taste).
* As an aside, Paternoster is also the name given for lifts that go around on a loop – i.e. travel up
one side and back down the other. As they are now rarely seen due to safety concerns, I doubt
many people have ever seen one, let along get in one. However, I do remember them as there
used to be one in the Co-op department store in Bristol. And the reason they were called
‘Paternoster Lifts’ – simply because they go around in an endless loop, like rosary beads.
ST PAUL’S CATHEDRAL









It’s built on Ludgate Hill, the highest point in the City of London
This is the fourth cathedral to have been built on this site, the first being in AD604. It was
built in wood and destroyed by fire in 1087. Whilst it’s hard to comprehend, the third was
built by the Normans, and was actually even bigger than St Paul’s we see today.
Unfortunately, it was destroyed during the Great Fire of London in 1666.
The task of its rebuilding was given to the architect Sir Christopher Wren; he was 43 years
old when the foundation stone was laid in 1675 and the final stone was said to have
been put in place by his son, 35 years later, when Wren was seventy-eight years old.
Many people, and certainly including myself, have wondered how he managed to rebuild
so many churches following the Great Fire – you see his work all over the City – but I
understand that although he was said to have visited the site every week, the day to day
responsibility for the cathedral’s rebuilding was the responsibility of Thomas Strong, a
Cotswold master builder.
One of the cathedral’s spectacular architectural features is its magnificent dome. It rises
365 feet to the cross on its top and has a diameter of 102 feet. It is the next largest to the
dome of the Basilica of St Peter’s in Rome, from which Wren was said to have drawn
inspiration. It is comprised of three ‘shells’ – the outer dome; a dome constructed of brick
which acts as the support and a painted inner dome (the painting is of the life and work
of St Paul).
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As a result of the dome’s design and shape, sound carries across to the Whispering
Gallery, which runs around it. At its top is the ‘Golden Gallery’, which is open to visitors,
though be aware that it’s a climb of 257 steps to reach the Whispering Gallery and a
further 271 steps to the Golden Gallery – a total of around 520.
The crypt, said to be the largest of any religious building in Western Europe and runs the
full length of the building, is also open to visitors.
Having a funeral, burial or memorial here is something only granted to those held in the
highest esteem by the nation and includes such varied luminaries as the cathedral’s own
architect, Sir Christopher Wren, who died at the age of over 90 – quite an astonishing age
for that era – and I do like the inscription that’s written in Latin on his tomb which quite
simply says ‘ … if you seek his memorial, look around you’. Others include Florence
Nightingale, Admiral Lord Nelson, William Blake, John Donne, Canaletto, Sir Alexander
Fleming, Winston Churchill and Maggie Thatcher.
St Paul’s was the tallest building in central London until the BT Tower was built just off
Tottenham Court Road in 1961–5.
The cathedral has a number of bells. Two of the best-known are Great Tom and Great
Paul. Great Tom is rung when there is a death of a member of the royal family, a Mayor
of the City of London, The Archbishop of Canterbury or the Bishop of London. Sadly, I
understand Great Paul, which weighs over 16 tons and the largest ever cast in Britain, is
currently awaiting repair. The twelve ‘ringing bells’ form the second largest ‘ring’ in the
world. Other bells are rung on different occasions, such as before a communion service
begins.
St Paul’s has held the thanksgiving services for the Silver, Golden and Diamond Jubilees
of Queen Elizabeth II, as well as her 80th and 90th birthdays. It was also where the
wedding service of Prince Charles and Lady Di was held.
St Paul’s is a ‘working church’ and services of worship are held several times each day –
information is provided on the St Paul’s website.

More information
It may sound strange to suggest, but for more information on St Paul’s I recommend the
children’s website Kiddle – it’s extremely well written and helpful.
Visitor information
The cathedral is open to visitors from Monday through to Saturday (it is only open for worship
on Sundays) between 8.30am and 4.30pm – the last admission is at 4.15. Bear in mind though
that it is recommended that a visit will normally take between one and two hours.
Current admission prices are £20 for adults, £17.50 for concessions (students and over 60s) and
£8.50 for children aged 6–17. (Family tickets are also available).
There are also several organised guided tours each day.
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