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What can be said about London that hasn’t been said so many times before? That the
weighty resonance of its very name suggests history and might? That it is the premier
city in Europe in terms of size, population and per-capita wealth? That its opportunities
for entertainment by day and by night go on and on and on?
London is all these things and much, much more. Not only is it home to such familiar
landmarks as Big Ben and Tower Bridge, it also boasts some of the greatest museums
and art galleries in the world and more lush parkland than any other capital city. It is
also an amazingly tolerant place for its size, its people pretty much unshockable.
Visitors are often surprised to find how multicultural the British capital is, with a
quarter of all Londoners belonging to one of almost three dozen ethnic minorities, most
of whom get along fairly well together.
It’s a cosmopolitan mixture of the developed and developing worlds, of chauffeurs and
beggars, of the establishment and the avant-gard, with seven to twelve million
inhabitants (depending on where you stop counting) and almost 30 million visitors a year.
London has been a major recipient of the vast sums of money raised by the National
Lottery – for projects such as the huge new Tate Modern art gallery opened in 2000 –
and the number of visitors to the city seems likely to grow even more.
HISTORY
Although a Celtic community established itself around a ford across the River Thames,
it was the Romans who first developed the square mile now known as the City of London.
They built a bridge and an impressive city wall, and made the city an important port and
the hub of their road system.
The Romans left, but trade went on. Few traces of Dark Age London can now be found,
but the city survived the incursions of the Saxons and Vikings. Fifty years before the
Normans arrived, Edward the Confessor built his abbey and palace at Westminster.
William the Conqueror found a city that was, without doubt, the richest and largest in
the kingdom. He raised the White Tower (part of the Tower of London) and confirmed
the city’s independence and right to self-government.
During the reign of Elizabeth I the capital began to
expand rapidly. Unfortunately, virtually all traces of
medieval, Tudor and Jacobean London were
destroyed by the Great Fire of 1666. The fire
gave Sir Christopher Wren the opportunity to
build his famous churches, and did nothing to
halt or discipline the city’s growth.

Extract from England, Lonely Planet

LONDON
I wander through each chartered street,
Near where the chartered Thames does flow,
And mark in every face I meet

Marks of weakness, marks of woe.
In every cry of every man,
In every infant’s cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,

The mind-forged manacles I hear.
How the chimney-sweeper’s cry
Every blackening church appalls;
And the hapless soldier’s sigh

Runs in blood down palace walls.
But most through midnight streets I hear
How the youthful harlot’s curse

Blasts the newborn infant’s tear,
And blights with plagues the marriage hearse.
William Blake (1757 – 1827)

From “STONE COLD” by Robert Swindells
Extract 1
So London it was and London it is.
I made loads of mistakes. Most people do, first time in London. Trouble is, once
you’ve made them it’s practically impossible to put things right – you’re on the
old downward spiral and that’s that. I know you’ve no idea what I’m on about, so
listen.
I arrived in midwinter. Not a good idea. Okay, so things were bad at home.
Really bad, and I had to get out. But if I’d known what I know now, I’d have hung
in there a bit longer – toughed it out with Carole and Chris till March or even
April. Spend one January night in a shop doorway and you’ll know why.
I had a hundred and fifty quid on me when I got off the train at King’s Cross. It
was what was left of my savings, plus a twenty Carole slipped me when Chris wasn’t
looking. A hundred and fifty. Doesn’t sound bad, does it? It sounded okay to
me. My plan was, I’d get a room somewhere. Nothing posh. A bedsit, and then
I’d look for work. Again, nothing post. A bedsit, and then I’d look for work.
Again, nothing posh. I’d take anything for a start, just till I established myself and
could look round properly. I was dead green, see? A babe in arms. It isn’t like
that, but I didn’t know.
I strode out of the station with my backpack and bed-roll, and it felt like a new
beginning. This was London, wasn’t it? The centre, where it all happens. It’s big,
it’s fast, and it’s full of opportunities. Nobody knows you. Where you’re from
and what’s gone before – that’s your business. All that stuff with Vince – it never
happened. It’s a clean sheet – you can invent your own past and call yourself
anything you choose.
I made a brilliant start, or so it seemed at the time. I turned right out of the
station and started walking. I’d no idea where I was going. I was looking for
somewhere to live. The street I was walking up was called Pancras Road. I hadn’t
gone far when I came to this row of shops under a block of flats. One was a
newsagent’s, and there were some postcards stuck on the glass door. I went for a
closer look. They were ads, as I thought they’d be. Articles for sale. Babysitter
wanted. House repairs done cheap.

From “STONE COLD” by Robert Swindells
Extract 2
We sat in St James’s till two o’clock. It wasn’t warm, but we were out of the wind.
Then Ginger said, “I’m gonna try round Tragfalgar Square for a bit. Coming?”
I nodded. “If it’s okay with you. It’s time I had a go at getting some dosh by
myself, but I’ll feel better if you’re somewhere around.”
He nodded. “Fair enough. Tell you what – you try outside the National Gallery.
It’s not exactly the height of the tourist season but there are always people about,
and you can see into the square from the steps.”
We walked back along Piccadilly, down the Haymarket and along Pall Mall. The
Gallery wasn’t fantastically busy but there was a steady trickle of people going in
and out. Some were sitting on the steps in spite of the cold. Ginger left me there.
I watched him merge with the crowd, then turned my attention to the business of
the day.
It was hard at first. Really hard. I stood, watching people pass, trying to spot a
likely punter. God knows what I was looking for – a kind face, I suppose, or at
least someone who didn’t look as though he’d swear or punch me in the mouth.
It was futile, of course. You can’t read people’s characters in their faces. You never
know what a punter’s reaction is going to be, but I didn’t know that then. Finally,
I steeled myself and asked a guy at random. He
growled, “Not a chance,” and bounded up the steps,
taking them two at a time. I wasted the next five
minutes feeling hurt. Rejected. I asked myself how
it was possible for a person to be sensitive to the
beauty of fine art, and at the same time insensitive
to the feelings of a fellow creature. I took it
personally, which is fatal. After a while I realized
this and began choosing guys and women at
random, expecting nothing, telling them to have a
nice day whether they gave or refused. I blunted
the point of my own sensitivity in the flinty soil of
their indifference till I too became indifferent, and
after that it was easier.

