
Layering the Past – a walk across eighteenth-century London 
 
By Jane Borodale 
 
  
 
3 hours: 4 miles approx. 
 
  
Start: Basinghall St (Bank or Moorgate tube) 
 
End: Junction of Oxford St and Edgware Rd (Marble Arch) 
 
  
Before your exertion, or in order to meet your walking companions, or just to share some 
kind of solidarity with Mrs Blight, you might begin with a warming glass of porter, and 
the Old Dr Butler’s Head would be a good place for this, a small 17th-century pub in 
Mason’s Avenue, just off Basinghall Street. (It was Mason’s Alley in Agnes’s’ time, and 
the whole of the city of London was riddled with such small dark alleys down which 
many a dubious transaction or theft or liaison would have occurred. But I expect you are 
here in daylight and do not need a link-boy to light your way.). At this point you are very 
close to where Blacklock’s Pyrotechny would have stood – perhaps just a little further 
northwards, within ear-shot of St Stephen’s church (no longer there). 
  
 
So, thus fortified: begin your walk by emerging from Mason’s Avenue onto the modest 
narrowness of Basinghall St and turn left. Cut across Guildhall Yard on your right, and 
skirt the pale church of St Lawrence Jewry to go right, up Gresham Street (which Agnes 
knew as Cateaton Street). Turn left down Wood Street, and on your right (just before 
what is now the Livery Bar, opposite Compter Passage), was the site of the Cross Keys, 
the coaching inn where Agnes arrives on the carrier from Sussex. Perhaps you can catch 
some place-memory of the smell of horses - this would have been teeming with travellers 
and noise and carriages. A few yards along and you will see the railed-off remains of the 
graveyard of St Peter Cheap, now hemmed in with newer buildings on all sides and still 
populated by ragged jackdaws and lost souls. Opposite, on the corner, was the Boar’s 
Head tavern. Here, like Agnes, hold tightly to your bundle and step across the sea of 
Cheapside, aiming slightly left, and go down Bread Street as she did, pursued by the 
beggarman whose motive she misreads. At the crossroads with Watling Street (where a 
tall ribbed building now stands like a Modernist’s pine-cone), is where the church of All 
Hallows stood. 
 
  
Head right, down Watling Street, towards the greyish spindled head of St Paul’s 
Cathedral and skirt its great bulk anti-clockwise, right, along New Change. Turn left 
down Paternoster Row where Agnes tries to buy a dress – there were smart-fronted 
drapers’ shops here, and booksellers. The street itself doesn’t quite exist anymore, just the 



name, because the squareness of a new, sharply-clean shopping mall has displaced the 
original curve of the road. Pass the Chapterhouse and the whitened gated arch to Temple 
Bar, cross in front of the steps of St Paul’s and head rightwards to join Ludgate Hill. On 
your left here was Child’s Coffee-house, where John Blacklock spent his social hours, 
and where Agnes looks for Cornelius Soul and is directed to his mother’s lodging house.  
  
 
Turn right up Old Bailey. On your left would have stood the Fleet Prison, where debtors 
were incarcerated. Walking here within the Rules of the Fleet you would have been 
accosted by hirelings touting for marriage in one of the many run-down premises and 
alehouses where unprincipled clergymen plied it as a trade. Further on, and sloping 
slightly downhill on your left was Fleet Lane where Parson Speke had his shop (now St 
George’s Court and cut in half by new buildings), where Agnes’s life is changed for ever. 
The Old Bailey is on your right, a newer façade than that which Agnes would have seen, 
but occupying the same site. Newgate Prison stood to the left of this, on the other side of 
the city gate. 
  
 
Now, stand outside the Central Criminal Court with the gaggle of reporters waiting for 
news of trials, and take a deep breath – because you are about to embark on the route 
taken by the condemned cart to the gallows at Tyburn. The chaplain was ahead of the cart 
on which the prisoners stood handcuffed, and the crowds were thronging, jostling to get a 
look at the men – or women – on their way to meet their fate. Cross to the foot of Snow 
Hill, head left, and pause as you pass the door of the church of St Sepulchre. The deep 
bell would be tolling overhead for the condemned, and the bellman would also ring his 
handbell as the open cart passed, and intone, ‘you that are condemned to die, repent with 
lamentable tears… Lord have Mercy upon your Soul.’ Follow the cart up Snow Hill. 
Even this is now one of the grubby forgotten parts of London, at the base of the 
blackened, boarded-up Smithfield Market. Turn right briefly onto Farringdon Street, 
cross and turn left down Charterhouse Street. You would have smelt the stench of the 
open sewer that was the Fleet Ditch (now covered over and running somewhere beneath 
your feet).  
  
 
At Holborn Circus, stop briefly outside St Andrew’s church on the far left where the cart 
would have paused again, its roof crowded with onlookers. And now continue westwards 
up the wideness of Holborn, hearing the roar of thousands lining the street. At the foot of 
Gray’s Inn Road, break away from the procession briefly to take a quick look into Staple 
Inn Courtyard on your left, which gives a strong sense of what London would have 
looked like then. Rejoin Holborn and glance down Chancery Lane on your left, too, as 
you pass. The road becomes High Holborn, and then you take the left-hand fork of the 
road, past another watchhouse at the mouth of Newton Street, into St Giles High Street. 
(You can still see a tiny building a short way down Newton Street that indicates the small 
scale of the city in Agnes’s time.) Further on, in front of the startlingly orange Central St 
Giles, by New Compton Street, was a small almshouse, and then just after this, close to 
where Centrepoint now towers, was the Bowl Inn where the prisoners were given ale.  



 
  
 
Keep going, turning left past Tottenham Court Road into the bitter wind down Oxford 
Street, keeping an eye out for cut-purses and swindlers, and go on heading west. Once 
past St Molton Street, what stretched to your right-hand side was little but open fields and 
countryside, and beyond were the villages of Hampstead and Marylebone. Now you are 
at the tatty end of Oxford Street, (which was Tyburn Road). It is a long walk, and your 
legs may be tired. The road begins a slight downhill incline, and suddenly widens out, 
starkly, into open bewildering space as you reach the vehicular chaos that is the junction 
of Oxford Street and Edgware Road. On the traffic island outside the Odeon Cinema you 
arrive at your destination. The holiday crowds here would have been swarming and 
raucous, eager for a glimpse as the cart pulled up to the gallows tree where the 
executioner was waiting. Now the spot is marked by a small circle embedded in the 
paving. It is sobering to remember how many thousands of people died on the bars of the 
triple tree between 1571 and 1783, in the name of justice. In the eighteenth century alone, 
1200 men and women were hanged here. Your own walk for today is over though, and 
I’m guessing that you may feel glad to be free to go on with your life again; I certainly 
did. 


