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In the first of a new
London Life series
exploring the capital
on foot, Carla Passino
visits the City of London

and journeys back many
centuries in time

Ilustrated by Fred van Deelen
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MPEROR TRAJAN, a man well

used to hero worship, would have

been put out at the tribute that

modern Londinium pays him.
Dwarfed by the remains of the Roman wall
behind it, his bronze—an early 20th-century
replica of a 1st-century marble—is not only
modest, but also a Frankenstein mix in which
the head doesn’t match the body.

It only takes crossing a ruins-peppered
subway to travel ahead 800 years to Norman
times and a much mightier emblem of royal
power: the Tower of London. ‘William the
Conqueror, explains joint chief curator Tracy
Borman, ‘wanted to subdue the “evil inhabi-
tants” of London by creating a symbol of
Norman domination over the native Saxons.
I think he did a pretty good job of it

Over the centuries, the Tower became the
backdrop to ‘terror, torture and bloody
executions’ and enduring mysteries, includ-
ing the 15th-century dis-
appearance of Edward IV’s
sons and the equally bewil-

‘Age, luck and

If All Hallows escaped the Great Fire only
to endure German bombing, St Magnus-the-
Martyr, in Lower Thames Street, suffered
from both. The two churches are separated
by the length of Eastcheap, where a boar
curiously peeks from under the arches
of the former Victorian warehouse at No 33
—areference to Shakespeare’s Boar Head’s
Tavern, which once stood here. Towering
behind the building is the curious shape
of Rafael Vinoly’s’ Walkie Talkie’, its hyper-
trophic head projecting over the slender body.
The skyscraper’s top three floors are home
to the Sky Garden, thick with plants, but also
bars and restaurants for refreshments sea-
soned with (literally) dizzying views of London.
Closer to the ground, the Leadenhall market
—once the Roman forum, now a Victorian
masterpiece better known to the world
as Harry Potter’s Diagon Alley—promises
enticing, dairy-centric dishes at Cheese.

Straight south from Leaden-
hall, St Magnus—the head of
the old London bridge from

dering, but far less tragic Vicars, foreS|ght 1176 to 1831—stands slender
case of Col Blood, the man and white between the
who tried to steal the Crown have made Thames and Pudding Lane.
Jewel}sl. d‘Ir}llstead of (ll)eing All Hallows Whenha fa?leful sparl;ﬁaught
punished, he was pardone on the flour at omas
by Charles Il and given a gene- a treasu re trove Farriner’s bakery on the
rous pension, says Dr Bor- of artefacts’ night of September 2, 1666,

man. ‘This has led to specu-
lation that he was a govern-
ment spy or that he held a secret that Charles
was anxious to keep hidden.’

But the Tower has also been the setting
for many Jubilee celebrations—beginning
with Edward III’s in 1376, when it was the
starting point for a procession that culmin-
ated with a weeklong joust at Smithfield.
Having marked the 70th anniversary of The
Queen’s accession to the throne with a 62-
gun salute, it is now getting ready to pay her
a floral homage: ‘Open from June 1 until
September 18, Superbloom will see more
than 20 million seeds fill the moat with
a spectacular field of flowers.

Roman Britain re-emerges from the bowels
of the City at All Hallows by the Tower,
in Byward Street, one of the few churches
to survive the Great Fire unscathed. Age, luck
and the foresight of some of its vicars have
made All Hallows a treasure trove of intrigu-
ing artefacts, from a Roman pavement and
a Holy Land altar to ancient parish registers
that were stashed in a cistern at times
of turmoil. But it’s the tiny crypt of St Clare
that really captures the heart. Here, embed-
ded on the south wall, is a piece of molten
lead, arelic of the fire that almost destroyed
the church during the Blitz.

it was the first City church

to go up in smoke. Now, an
ancient fire engine takes pride of place in
the heavily panelled narthex, a relic of the
1704 rule that every parish should have fire-
fighting equipment. But it’'s St Magnus’s
interior, rather than its fate, that captured
T. S. Eliot’s imagination in The Waste Land.:
its ‘Inexplicable splendour of Ionian white
and gold’ a stark contrast to the ‘oil and tar’
sweated by the river and the soulless crowd,
that earlier in the poem, flowed ‘down King
William Street/To where Saint Mary Wool-
noth kept the hours’.

St Mary'’s itself, which stands like an island
parting Lombard Street from King William
Street, is notable not only for Hawksmoor’s
Baroque architecture, but also because it is
a memento of the fight against slavery.
One of its rectors was John Newton, author
of Amazing Grace and a slave-ship captain-
turned-anti-slavery campaigner. He lived long
enough to see the fruits of his efforts, with the
Abolition of the Slave Trade Act coming into
force in 1807, nine months before his death.

Only a few steps from St Mary’s, St Stephen
Walbrook, the church where the Samaritans
was founded, rises on the same site that, in
Roman Londinium, would have been a temple
to Mithras. Sandwiched between Mansion -
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House, with its monumental proportions and
Corinthian columns, and a curvy office build-
ing that seems inspired by the torso of the
Michelin Man, it looks tiny and unassuming.
Yet, ascend a few steps and any pretence
of modesty vanishes into a circular marvel
bathed in light, where a spare, round altar,
sculpted by Henry Moore and surrounded
by kneelers designed by Patrick Heron, sits
under Wren’s masterpiece—an intricately
decorated dome that was amodel for St Paul’s.
None of Wren’s grace and restraint appear
around the corner in Threadneedle Street,
where the Bank of England rams grandeur
down every passer-by’s throat. Sir Herbert
Baker’s wedding cake of a building—which
replaced Sir John Soane’s Palladian original
—was intended to match the Bank’s exalted
role. However, its cornucopia of columns
and caryatids didn’t encounter much praise:
Pevsner called it the greatest architectural
crime in the 20th-century City of London.
Perhaps, in designing the Bank, Baker
suffered from a compulsion to outshine Sir
William Tite’s The Royal Exchange, another
building that drips pomp from every corner.
But if the pediment sculptures of merchants
fashioned in the style of Classical gods are an
arresting pastiche for all the wrong reasons,
the giant, gilded, grasshopper weathervane

that tops the clock tower is endearing. It’s
areminder that much of the City’s trade has its
roots in the genius of 16th-century merchant
Sir Thomas Gresham, whose crest was a golden
grasshopper on a green mound. A visionary
impressed by the Antwerp bourse, he funded
the creation of a London exchange, to which
he added two floors of shops, complete with
an all-important alcohol licence.

‘Ascend a few steps and
any pretence of modesty
vanishes into a circular
marvel bathed in light’

It’s this retail heritage that remains alive
here: much of the interior courtyard, now
topped by a glass roof, is taken up by Fortnum
& Mason’s Art Deco-inspired bar, perfectly
colour-coordinated with the Tiffany & Co
boutique behind it, and by windows sparkling
with gemstones (Boodles, as well as Tiffany),
watches (Bremont, Watchfinder & Co) and
silver (the sinuous shapes of Georg Jensen).

Even older than The Royal Exchange is
another centre of the capital’'s commercial
power, Guildhall, in Basinghall Street, built
in 1411 above cavernous crypts dating from

ﬁf homie cu City of London

Monkwell Square, £2.5 million
Roman ruins can hardly get closer
than to this house, which overlooks
a landscaped square incorporating
a section of the London wall. Entirely
renovated by architects Inside-Out,
it has two floors of living space and four
bedrooms upstairs. The roof terrace
takes in views across the square to the
Barbican. Hamptons (020-3369 4371)
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Crown Square, £6.9 million
For striking views of the Tower of
London, few places beat One Tower
Bridge, on the opposite bank of the
Thames. This four-bedroom home
makes the most of the panorama,
with floor-to-ceiling windows in the
living and dining area, the separate
kitchen and the main bedroom.
Knight Frank (020-3944 6318)

1042. It’s through it that London claims a vener-
able connection to ancient Troy. Story has it
that it was none other than Brutus the Trojan,
a descendant of Aeneas, who, having pre-
sided over the defeat of Welsh giant Gogmagog,
went on to live in a palace built on the site.
More modestly, but not less importantly, the
area was home to a Roman amphitheatre, the
ruins of which are visible from the Guildhall
Art Gallery, which re-opens in April (Hawks-
moor Guildhall is well placed almost oppo-
site the gallery to provide meaty fortification).

Remnants of London’s ancient past also crop
up at the foot of the pedestrian network that
links Guildhall to Cripplegate. Sneaking above
the traffic, the high walks knit together Roman
foundations and Saxon walls, the (medieval,
albeit heavily restored) St Giles Cripplegate
and today’s soaring glass-and-steel blocks, all
sheltered in the Brutalist embrace of the
Barbican, the hammered concrete walls of
which, rising like a phoenix from the ashes
of the Blitz, are a mighty foil for the glimmer-
ing waters of the central ponds. On a lucky day,
a rapper may improvise a performance on
a walkway up above a crumbling bastion—
apoetic tribute that Trajan might have appre-
ciated more than his lacklustre bronze. &
For more details of the route and stops
along the way, visit www.countrylife.co.uk

St Katharine Docks, £2.25 million
Situated 10 minutes’ walk from Tower
Hill, this apartment overlooks the
St Katharine marina and the Shard
beyond. The open-plan living and
dining area has floor-to-ceiling win-
dows and a private balcony, as do
two of the three bedrooms. Residents
have access to 24-hour concierge
service. Savills (020-7456 6800)




