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Farringdon and Clerkenwell:   March 2018  Alison Watson 

This talk is Part 2 following on from the one last term about Smithfield.  Farringdon, 
net doo to Smithfield and Clerkenwell overlap and I will be covering parts of both.  In 
this talk I am going to follow the route we will take when we walk it in the summer. 
We start at Farringdon station and end at Charterhouse. 

 Pic 1 map   

	

 

While Smithfield was primarily a market and open space with some residential 
accommodation,  Farringdon has always been high in population.  It was an area 
around the Fleet River and in 1394 Farringdon Ward was so heavily populated it had 
to be split into two, Within and Without.  Without was so huge it was almost ½ the 
size of the walled City of London.   (Ended at Chancery Lane, City’s jurisdiction 
ended at Temple Bar, still does) .  There were small workshops and traders and 
many breweries thanks to water from the Fleet.    

By the 17C artisans and craftsmen moved into the area and it became a major 
centre for watchmakers and jewellers.  In some ways this is a typical London story of 
roller coaster switches between fashion and wealth and dire poverty.   Today you 
would be lucky to afford a broom cupboard there. 

Clerkenwell took its name in 1170 from the well which can still be seen on 
Farringdon Road. Clerk, one clerk  Clerken two clerks!   Henry 1 granted the land to 
the militant order Knights Hospitallers who founded both the Priory of St. Johns and 
its offshoot the Augustinians who founded St. Mary’s Nunnery.   

Today only Farringdon has a station named after it.  There are actually two stations 
on opposite sides of the road, just to confuse tourists.  
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Pic 2 Metro station 1921 

 

The Rail station was opened in 1834 by the London and Blackwall railway.  The first 
trains were pulled by cables, no steam until 1849 so the trains were started with a 
slight push from the station staff.  It is also the terminus of the first underground 
Metro line and the new Thames Link ticket hall will be there 

Pic 3 Rail station today 

 

We start up Cowcross Street – originally two words from the cattle market.  This was 
an important route running east west from the City going down Turnmill Street into 
the Fleet valley before Farringdon Rd was built.  The Fleet is still under Farringdon 
Road today. 

Cowcross Street is still winding and rather charming today with a mixture of 
converted warehouses and shops and a variety of architectural styles of conversion. 

Pic 4  Nos 70 – 77 Steel framed 1921 Smee and Houchin Thomas Cook building 

 

And on the opposite side of the road 
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Pic 5 The Rookery Hotel,  Nos 6 -8 – showing entrance to St. Peter’s Lane 

 

 

converted from 3 Georgian houses.  Apparently No 7 still has two bread ovens from 
its days as a bakery.   The façade disappointingly is entirely fake. 

There were shops in St. Peter’s Lane as early as 14C when it was quite a 
respectable area with cottages but after the dissolution of the monasteries these two 
streets degenerated into crime/prostitution and general mayhem.  There were 
frequent riots and in 17C a beadle was killed in one.   The slums continued into 
Victorian times even after the clearances for the building of the railway with tenement 
buildings, small courts and one wc at ground level for each entire building in the 
courtyard.  

Pic 6 Lamb Court  

 

This was Lamb Court ,  one that has survived, regenerated and now owned by a 
Housing Association. 

It is worth noting that Farringdon and Clerkenwell in the north down to Soho further 
south are still known today as little Italy.  Italians have lived here since the middle 
ages but in 19C many escaped from the Napoleonic wars in poverty and by 1850 
there were 1000 Italians living in Clerkenwell.  Luckily for us, they brought their ice 
cream making skills which soon flourished.  There is still a carnival every July. 

On to Britton Street with some of the finest 18 & 19C buildings in the area.  

Pic 7 St John’s garden 
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This is St. John’s Garden,  much needed green space, the land originally part of St 
John’s Priory.  You can just see behind it a red building, one of Kurt Geiger’s outlets 
with splendid displays of leather shoes and bags.  It is a square red glass and steel 
building and you can walk round the 3 floors of  concrete walkways gazing down at 
all the workers at their computers in the well area.   It must be like working in a zoo 
with the public gazing at you!.  I tried but failed to find the name of the architect. 

 

Next a contrast,  the Goldsmiths Centre    .. 

Pic 8 Goldsmiths Centre poster outside 

 

The Centre designed by Chris Roche for Lyall Bills and Young architects,   was 
created from  a disused school still quite obvious from the street and and integral 
new building.  It opened in 2012 for the training of goldsmiths and jewellers  funded 
by part of proceeds of sale of lease on Goldsmiths property in Shoe lane.  ( Mention 
Vicky Ambery-Smith running one shortly,) There are always displays of work by 
young artists and regular workshops open to the public. 

Pic 9 Enamel Vase Fred Rich 
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Anyone can go in and there is a good café which some of us have tried out. 

 

On the other side of the road is a converted warehouse, with façade moved from 
Booth’s Distillery Mountford 1901- 3  

Pic 10 Booth’s distillery facade 

 

 

Pic 11 Post Modern house 1987 Piers Gough 

                            

 

 Moving on to this post modern house  built in 1987for Janet Street Porter by Piers 
Gough, Principal at CZWG architects  though she no longer lives in it I am told.  It is 
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built in 4 colours of brick with lintels above and openings to resemble trees in 
concrete.  Vogue described it as ‘notorious’!  It was listed Grade II recently. 

Pic 12 The Jerusalem Tavern 

  

Next the Jerusalem Tavern to tempt us and then through an ancient passage way to 
St. John’s Lane and St. John’s Priory Gatehouse 

Pic 13   Gatehouse of St. John’s Priory 1504 

 

This is the restored south gate of the once famous and wealthy Priory of the Knight’s 
Hospitallers of the Order of Jerusalem which dates from 1504.  The Order was 
founded in 1130 but suppressed by Queen Elizabeth 1.  In 1731 – 81 it housed the 
printing press of the Gentleman’s Magazine to which Dr. Johnson contributed.  The 
Order was revived in 1831 and is occupied today by the British Realm of the 
Venerable Order of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem, better known to us as St. 
John’s Ambulance, an entirely voluntary body (expensive first aid courses!).   There 
is a free museum which includes the history of the Knights – well worth visiting with a 
magnificent Chapter Hall upstairs (1902). 

We go on to the Grand Priory Church which has an extraordinary history. 
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Pic 14 Wenceslaus Hollar 1661 engraving of Grand Priory Church   

 

 

The Priory Church was built in 1140s as part of the ten acre Priory.  The first church 
had a round nave marked outside today by a metal curve.  The design is like the 
Templars’ church in Middle Temple which most of us know.   The church was burnt 
down by Wat Tyler in 1130 and much later after Henry V111’s  dissolution of the 
Priory,  it was given to his daughter Mary Tudor who used it as her London Palace.  
(Young Prince Edward V1 took down the bell tower and nave and used them for his 
new palace in the Strand.) Over the years It has been a private chapel, a 
Presbyterian meeting house, sold on to the Church Commissioners and is now  the 
Hospitallers’ private chapel now Protestant of course. 

 Th church was badly damaged in the war and restored 1955-58 by Lord Mottistone 
of Seely  with the  red brick you see today,  BUT, downstairs there is a truly 
remarkable survivor, the Norman crypt, with three bays from 1140 and side chapels 
from 1145 and fine monuments.  You can visit – in my view one of London’s hidden 
treasures. 

Pic 15 Crypt – St. John’s ambulance workers  ?? when 

 

As well, there is a lovely medicinal garden with benches, here it is: 
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Pic 15 Medicinal garden 

 

 

On across Clerkenwell Road to Clerkenwell Green which has had no grass for 300 
years and was never a real village.  It seems to have arrived in the 12C as a sort of 
buffer between two monastic houses, St. Mary’s nunnery and St. Johns. It went up in 
the world somewhat after the Middlesex Sessions House was built in 1782.  
Specialist artisans moved in especially clockmakers and jewellers but no-one who 
described themselves as a gentleman.   

Clerkenwell Green has a long history of radical dissent.   Over the years it saw the 
Lollards in 16C, the Chartists in 19C and the communists in the early 20C.    In 1838 
the first of the returning Tolpuddle Martyrs was welcomed and Robert Peel 
proscribed meetings on the Green.  Middlesex Sessions House arraigned the 
English Jacobins for high treason;  the Sessions House was a notorious prison and 
still has cells in the basement.  It became home to the Central London Masonic 
Centre.   In the days when you could still get in you could hire it for parties.  We went 
to one and ate at tables on a magnificent marble floor with masonic symbols on it. 

Clerkenwell Green claims to be the most radical space in London and to add to its 
reputation will shortly have a statue of Sylvia Pankhurst erected there.  (There are 7 
statues of suffragettes in the world, two others in London, Emmeline Pankhurst in 
Victoria Tower gardens and Millicent Fawcett in Parliament Square, maybe still the 
only woman?).  . 

Pic 16 Marx Library 37a 

 

. 
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37a was originally a school for the children of Welsh artisans living in poverty.  It was 
home to the Twentieth Century Press subsidized by William Morris which published 
the earliest works of Marx and Engels. 

Karl Marx’s International Working Men’s Association and London Patriotic Debating 
Society met there as did recruits for the International Brigade.   In 1933 the Marx 
Memorial Library was set up on the 50th anniversary of Marx’s death.  You can visit it 
today.  Even Lenin worked there for a year – he lived round the corner and it is said 
that Jeremy Corbyn pops in but that might just be a rumour as it came from an article 
in the Spectator. 

In 1963 Young Pioneers from the USSR were presented with red scarves.  In 1966 
the building narrowly escaped demolition thanks to a campaign by John Betjeman 
and Asa Briggs, a radical historian and to the fact that the Greater London Council 
had just been formed as Keith told us.  They put a preservation order on and today it 
is  Grade II listed. 

In 2011 there was a massive anti-cuts march which started from Camberwell Green. 

 

 

And on to another of my favourite places in London, Charterhouse.  Today 
Charterhouse is the only monastic order in London to survive with something like its 
medieval form into 20thC.   

 

But first Charterhouse Square, newly restored.  You can see the Monastic buildings 
behind, re-opened to the public by the Queen in February 2017. 

Pic 17 North side Charterhouse Square  

 

The Georgian Buildings built between 1700 & 1775 on the east side of the square 
are St. Bart’s Hospital dental school.  

In 1941 most of old Charterhouse was destroyed in an air raid.  It was restored by 
Mottistone and Paget (he of St. John’s Priory).   In 1949 Barts Medical School 
opened, designed by Easton & Robertson on part of the Cloister. 
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History of Charterhouse. 

 

In 1348 Walter de Manny, one of Edward 111’s bravest knights,  bought 13 acres for 
a graveyard to bury bodies from the Black Death and gave it to the city.  In 1371 he 
founded Charterhouse on the site as the largest Carthusian monastery in Europe 
and unlike many, the monks were abstemious and principled.  Walter Manny died 
in1372 (John of Gaunt endowed 500 masses to be said for his soul) and was buried 
in a lead coffin beneath the high altar and during the recent renovations, this was 
actually found.  The remains were identified as Manny’s beyond reasonable doubt by 
the presence in the coffin of a lead bulla (seal) of Pope Clement V1). 

In 1445 the monks had to stop their daily walks because of the noise from St. 
Bartholomew’s Fair.  The monastery was closed in the dissolution and the monks 
treated particularly harshly because they resisted. (The Prior, John Houghton was 
hanged drawn and quartered at Tyburn  and ten monks taken to Newgate where 
nine starved to death – tenth executed, known as the Carthusian Martyrs). 

Pic 18 Charterhouse Courtyard 

 

For several years after the dissolution instrument makers were tenants, Henry V111 
stored his hunting equipment in the church.  But in 1545 Sir Edward, later Lord North 
bought the site and transformed it into a luxurious mansion house.  He demolished 
the church and built the Great Hall and adjoining Great Chamber.  In 1558 Queen 
Elizabeth stayed the night before her coronation and the day after convened the 
Privy Council in the Great Hall. 

Pic 19  The Great hall today 
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In 1603 James 1 stayed for 4 nights on his first arrival in London. He created 130 
Knights! In 161I the house came into the hands of Thomas Sutton (1532-1611) who 
had made a fortune from coal in the North. In his will he bequeathed money to 
maintain a chapel, hospital (almshouse) and school but sadly never lived in his 
house.   He was called the richest commoner in England. 

Pic 20 Thomas Sutton’s memorial 

 

The chapel today is part of the monks’ Chapter House and has 14C  walls. 

The Foundation was finally constituted to afford a home for eighty male pensioners 
“gentlemen by descent and in poverty, soldiers that have borne arms, by sea or land, 
merchants decayed by piracy or shipwreck or servants in household to the King or 
Queen’s Majesty” and a free school for 40 poor boys.  Cromwell, Wellington and 
Gladstone have all been Governors. 

Thackeray1811 -1868,  Robert Baden-Powell and John Wesley all attended the 
school which became famous for its humanistic curriculum.   Thackeray, who was 
unhappy at the school lodged with Mrs. Boyes in Charterhouse Square.   He wrote 
about it in’The Newcombes’, disguising it as Greyfriars.   Charterhouse school 
rapidly outgrew the premises and moved to Godalming in 1872, but the Brothers 
remained.  I tried without success to find out if any of them lived there during the war. 

More than 40 Brothers still live there today and you can visit, see Sir Walter Manny 
in his coffin and more, even going into part of the old cloister without paying for the 
main part of the museum. 

Alison Watson March 2018 
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