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  Notes on this eBook edition


  Published in 1944 this small, copiously illustrated book purports to be the reminiscences of ‘Jimmy’, a soldier on leave in London during WW2, as told to Jack Russell. In reality it is a guide book and a morale-boosting celebration of London and Londoners.


  Reading it makes you want to visit the fascinating places and meet the eccentric characters described by Jimmy. If it doesn’t make you nostalgic for a time and place that may never have existed I will be surprised.


  The text is presented verbatim. Jimmy’s thoughts on a few of the people he meets and one phrase he uses may offend the modern reader. This is not included gratuitously, but to preserve the integrity of the original. He is a product of his time, using the language of that time.


  This eBook edition was made using Sigil and Calibre and is DRM-free. You may read, keep and share non-commercial copies of this version provided they are unaltered, including these notes, but you may not offer any type of download service.


  It looks as much like the original as is possible in this medium but I have not specified the typeface or tried to second-guess how your reader formats pages. The photographs are oriented according to their actual size and proportions. In the book they were arranged to suit the printer, I have tried to match them more closely to the content. The List of Illustrations shows them in their original order.


  
    Various maps, information about London, and other eBooks can be found at www.maps.thehunthouse.com
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  Foreward


  
    “WANT A GUIDE, MISTER?”
  


  This insistent cry haunts the traveller abroad almost every minute of the day or night, and not always in such an innocent form.


  How pleasant is the contrast here for the visitor from abroad. As he steps from his train at any London terminus he can proceed on his way without the pestering attentions of touting guides, genuine or otherwise.


  Reading this little book, it will become obvious that, while Jimmy was indeed fortunate in making friends with that lovable hostess Miss Mary and her even more delightful niece, no visitor should find himself at a loose end.


  In these war-time days, when official guide books are not obtainable, a quiet perusal of “This is London!” would be of unestimable service to such visitors. The feast of information regarding places of interest, some of them unknown to even many citizens of our city, cannot but help to make a ‘leave in London’ something memorable and, as Jimmy says, well worth keeping a diary of.


  Jimmy’s experiences during these delightful few days in Town could well be those of many thousands of visitors to the ‘centre of the world’. At the same time any attempt to carry out a tour de force without the friendly guidance such as this story gives may easily miss some of the charming and otherwise uncharted spots so racily referred to in this breezy little story of The Leave of Leaves.
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  Preface


  It was Jimmy’s obvious joy of living that first impressed me.


  We met for the first time in a Fleet Street hostelry, and I believe I began the conversation. But I am not certain that it wasn’t Jimmy who willed it. His grey eyes glinted with delight as he recounted some of his ‘leave’. London apparently was his oyster, and his personality the oyster-knife.


  “But without friends here it must have been somewhat dull for you,” I suggested.


  “Without friends? Who gave you that line of talk? Why, London is full of friends, if you take the trouble to look for ’em. I came here nine days ago, not knowing a soul in the whole place. What’s more, I didn’t know enough of the geography to walk out from Euston safely. Within five minutes I had discovered that you don’t need a pal or a map. There are thousands and thousands of real swell folk who’re more than ready to be friendly, and nearly every man you meet will go out of his way to direct you. Boy, is London good enough for me every time! Gosh, I’ve seen places I’ve only previously heard about; I’ve eaten in restaurants mentioned in novels; I’ve sat in theatres I’ve dreamed of. I’ve had the kick of my life. I’ve rubber-necked like a rube, and gone all highbrow; I’ve danced at a Palais, and sat through a ritzy concert. I’ve packed enough joy into this leave to last me until the next comes round.”


  Somehow the minutes became hours; it was late when we at last parted, with a promise to meet again. It had struck me that his experiences, if written, might help other soldier-visitors to enjoy their leave equally well. During the evening I suggested the experiment to Jimmy. Why shouldn’t he try it? It would pass some of the dull hours after he had rejoined his regiment. He shied away from the idea. Writing wasn’t in his line, he protested. But when Marjorie – you’ll meet her later – added her persuasion to mine Jimmy threw in the towel.


  Here is the result. Save for three sentences reconstructed and – forgive me, Jimmy – quite a lot of spelling corrected, it is just as he wrote it; as breezy, and yet sincere, as its author.


  
    JACK RUSSELL.    London.
  


  This is London!


  
    ‘JIMMY’

  


  Can’t help thinking of old Piet, who used to sit out on the stoep at home in the evenings. Whenever he was asked for advice he declined, with Shavian emphasis.


  “Never give advice, son,” he used to tell me. “If it’s good, the fellow takes all the credit to himself for doing the right thing. If it’s bad, he wants to tan your hide. Either way, you don’t win.”


  I’m thinking of Piet, because someone asked me to write this as advice to other Service-men coming to London on leave. How can I give advice? I don’t know what the other fellow’s taste is. I don’t know if he likes angling or architecture, dancing or drinking, girls or gluttony. Besides, why should he need advice? London’s wide open to him. I know that; I found it out very quickly. Mind you, I don’t mind admitting that I felt just a little nervous - well, perhaps ‘strange’ would be a better word, as I left Euston Station. London to me was unexplored territory. I knew the names of various thoroughfares, well-known thoroughfares, that is; but in what direction they lay, I hadn’t the foggiest idea. Well, there’s only one way to find out - ask. There was a policeman standing not far from the station exit. I went up to him, wondering what kind of a reception I was going to get.
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  “How do I send out an S.O.S. for someone who’s lost?” I asked him.


  “Is it a child,” he returned.


  “Yes, a darned lonely child. It’s me.”


  “Hm’m. And you want to send out an S.O.S.? Well, I’m a very good broadcasting-set.” Have you got that, folks? He wasn’t all upstage or annoyed. He just felt and looked as if he wanted to help. “How are you lost?” he went on. “Where do you want to go?”


  “That’s just the difficulty,” I told him. “I don’t know where I want to go. I want some place to fix up; I want some place where I can sleep.”


  “There are plenty of hostels for soldiers but I don’t know if that’s what you’ve got in mind.”


  “Well, no; not exactly. I know, at least I’ve read, of the Strand Palace and the Regent Palace, and places like that. That’s the kind of thing I want.”


  He pondered for a minute or two, turning it over in his mind.


  “I can direct you. I can send you in a taxi; I can tell you what number of ’bus you take to get to either of those. But I’m very much afraid, from what I hear, that you’ll find them full-up. Now, if you want an hotel, a nice, quiet hotel - or maybe not exactly quiet, but perfectly respectable - I can direct you to one near Wigmore Street. It’s not cheap; but no hotel is cheap just now.”


  Have you got that, folks? Straight away he tried to think out the perfect answer for me. You see, what advice can I give you! Go and ask somebody. He’ll give you advice.


  That policeman scratched his chin for a moment before we left one another and said: “Now, which way do you want to go; taxi or bus?” “Neither,” I told him. “I’ll walk. I don’t know anything about London, and the sooner I set out to learn the better, and the quicker I’ll know it. There’s only one way to learn any town, and that is to walk as much as you can, at least to begin with. Now if you’ll be good enough to …”


  He kind of interrupted me. “You’re taking on a job. From here to Wigmore Street is a tidy step, and besides, you are apt to lose the way. You might forget the directions I give you. However, start right along that way,” he pointed. “Start along Euston Road, and when you get to the … er … one … two - the third lot of traffic lights - you know what traffic lights are, I suppose?”


  “Now listen, do I look as if I’ve come from the middle of the Congo? Of course, I know what traffic lights are. Third lot?”


  “Well, when you get there ask again. If you don’t see anybody to ask, or of you don’t see anyone you want to ask, turn left. Go right down Tottenham Court Road - that’s Tottenham Court Road, by the way - and after you’ve walked for about seven minutes ask somebody. I know you’ll see a policeman at the corner of Goodge Street. He’ll tell you where Wigmore Street is.”


  That’s the only advice I’m giving, fellows - walk. Walk, to begin with, to find out where you are and to give you an idea of London. It isn’t that you’ll learn much in your first walk, but it’ll knock some of the strangeness out of you. You won’t feel as if you’re a stranger in the place; you won’t feel as if everyone is looking at you and telling themselves that you are a stranger. You’ll quickly merge into the crowd, and you’ll become just one of them. Believe me, it’ll help you to feel a heap better.


  Of course, some wise guy is going to say: “Well, why didn’t the mutt ask where he could buy a map?” Here’s my answer to that: A map’s very useful at times; but not in London. At least, that’s what I think. I believe you get far more fun trying to find your way about; meeting people and asking them to help you; asking them to direct you; learning from them whether there are any interesting sights on the way. A map doesn’t tell you that. It can’t tell you the history of the place. It doesn’t tell you the peculiarities of it. A map is just a piece of unimaginative, coloured paper - and not half so colourful as the people you meet or the people who meet you, the people who are willing to talk to you.


  It strikes me, though, that I’m a bit slow in starting out on this journey to Wigmore Street. Well, there’s not a lot to tell about that, except that I took a long time to get there. You see, I was beginning to see for the first time some of the damage done in London by Hermann Goering’s playful little lads. I don’t suppose I’m allowed to say where it is; I don’t suppose the Censor would permit it. But I saw some of it before I got as far as Wigmore Street.


  I was standing, gazing like a rubberneck at a building, or what remained of a building, when a voice spoke from somewhere at my side, knee-high.


  “Coo, that wasn’t half a night, that wasn’t!”


  Can you beat it? There was a little cockney kid who had at once sized me up as a perfect specimen of the good listener to what had been the greatest experience of his life. I was someone to whom he could tell the story of the night when the bombs fell so near him. He was right in his judgment too - I was willing to listen. Anyway, it would have been sheer cruelty to disregard him. Probably he had told it so often that all his pals were long ago bored stiff and knew it word for word. Now he had found a new audience.


  He was worth listening to, was that little kid. Before long, we were perched side by side, on two tall stools in a nearby milk-bar, and although his diction might not have pleased a critical theatrical producer his description of The Great Night was as dramatic as one could wish for. He lived, he told me, in one of the little streets off Tottenham Court Road. Apparently, on that particular night he went with his parents to an underground shelter close at hand. His story is the story of thousands of Londoners, young and old, but his enthusiastic description of the people in that shelter when the bombs dropped was something to be recorded.


  “Granny’s face went all white,” he related with great solemnity. “Ma made a grab for me, an’ father kind of stretched his arms out as if he was tryin’ to cover us all. The ground fairly shook. Mister. Some of the girls was screamin’, but you couldn’t blame ’em for that, because after all they’re only girls.” And this from a lad of eight! Can’t you picture it? Can’t you see the old grandmother, white of face and thinking her last hour had come; the mother trying to gather the child nearer to her for protection; the father doing his best, his ineffectual best, to shield them all? And the kid regarding it all as a great adventure! These were the people I wanted to meet and know.


  Somehow to me that kid was symbolic of London. He was the spirit of the people who took what the Hun could give and yet were able to look upon it as a terrific experience and their share of the war. If I were a highbrow I could put it into words - but I’m not clever enough. I only know that in some way or other I was glad to identify myself with that youngster; to feel that I had some of the same blood in me.


  There was another kick coming before I reached the hotel. Of course, I was looking at the names of streets as I passed, trying to memorise them as far as possible. Suddenly I caught sight of one; Wimpole Street. Jiminy, that’s where the Barretts lived! I had only to kind of close my eyes, and I could see a sturdy, arrogant figure - very closely resembling Charles Laughton, I’m afraid - striding along towards his house. Or did old Barrett ride in his coach? I’m not too sure. Anyway, I guess Norma Shearer was somewhere back of those curtains, hiding the latest billet-doux from Browning under her pillow.


  Talk about walking along the paths of history! I was tickled pink. If London could throw up many such unexpected glimpses of her past, my leave was going to be a terrific success. Of course, the hotel might be a bit starchy, considering that I am no major-general. Two stripes are all I can dazzle folks with. Somehow, though, I was ready to back that copper’s judgment. It turned out to be the safest bet I ever made. All the same, there was a moment when I thought I had backed a loser. My reception wasn’t what you’d call real hearty.


  The place, itself, seemed just my cup of tea, nothing garish, but solid-looking and comfortable. A home-y kind of atmosphere, if you know what I mean. I went up to the little reception-office, but there was no one there. I was looking about for someone who would listen to my tale of woe, when a medium-tall lady with four - yes, four - chins approached.


  “You’re at least an hour too early. Corporal,” she said briskly. “If you like to wait, get into one of those easy chairs and make yourself invisible.”


  It was a bit unexpected, but I wasn’t going to be outdone. If she wanted briskness it suited me. “Okay, ma’am,” I said. “I am willing to wait. But I would like to know if I can have a room at the end of that time.”


  She looked puzzled for a moment. Then the first chin began to wobble, and gradually the chuckle got down to taking in the lot. It was the most infectious laugh I’d heard for a long time. Before I knew it, I was grinning too. That’s how Miss Mary - everyone called her that - and I became sworn friends. The laugh affected her breathing somewhat, but I managed to grasp the fact that I had been mistaken for someone else arriving there on some other errand.


  “There is a room vacant,” she wheezed. “How long do you want it for?” I told her.” Do you want to see it now? because I’m very busy. You see, this is our weekly evening. That’s how I made the mistake about you.”


  Busy or no. Miss Mary managed to steal five minutes, dropping into a chair opposite me and explaining what it was all about. It appeared that once a week she ran a kind of go-as-you-please evening, the guests in the hotel inviting any of their friends in the Forces, and others from outside, who knew of the place, coming in as they pleased. A room had to be cleared, a buffet erected and a scratch band arranged. It sounded good to me.


  “If you want to ring up any friends,” she told me, “you’ll find the telephone just over there by the office. Invite them, by all means.”


  “Haven’t got any friends here, ma’am,” I admitted. “I don’t know a soul.”


  She looked at me intently for a moment or two, as though weighing me up - and the ultimate result of that look was the biggest compliment ever paid me.


  “I’ll see that you meet some friends to-night,” she promised. “Now I’m off to work. Look here; go and find your own room. It’s on the first floor. No. 8. If it suits, leave your bag there, have a wash, and then come back here. I’ll make use of you. You’ll have to lend a hand. That is, of course, if you’re staying for the evening.”


  That’s the way Miss Mary did things. She roped in every available helper, roped them in with such a charm of manner that only an absolute heel could have refused. A great scout, is Miss Mary.


  As I went up to find the bedroom, I mentally said a word of thanks to that copper. He sure knew his onions. Less than one hour in London, and already I was promised a number of people to know. If Miss Mary was a fair sample, the others were going to turn out first-rate. It’s just as I said at the beginning - London is wide open to anyone if he’s willing to be matey and, above all, ready to listen. I don’t mind confessing, though, that I felt just a little disappointed with myself for promising to attend the ‘do’ that night, or rather, accepting Miss Mary’s invitation to stay. Outside, the streets were calling to me. I wanted to see more of London. I wanted to walk along the pavements, to watch the people, to visit places whose names are so familiar to everyone in the world. It seemed almost a waste of time to stay indoors when there was so much to be seen outside. But am I glad I stayed! Almost before the hour was up, fellows were putting in an appearance, most of them in uniform, along with a bunch of happy-looking girls. They, too, were mainly in uniform; ATS, WAAFS, and WRENS. I guess I’ll get into trouble for that - Wrens should be first, I suppose; Senior Service, and all that kind of thing. But there was nothing stuck-up about any of those girls. I was looking around, trying to spot an unescorted dancing-partner for the evening, when Miss Mary beckoned me from the other side of the room. “Do you play any instrument. Corporal?” she asked.


  “I’d rather answer to ‘Jimmy’, ma’am. Corporal’s too much like the Regiment.”


  That infectious, gurgling laugh of hers broke out again.


  “Jimmy, it is. But you still haven’t answered my question. Do you play any instrument?”


  “I could play a magnificent solo on half-a-pint of beer at this moment,” I told her.


  “Well you can’t get it unless you go into the other room - you’ll find one there. Then, if you’re a good lad, you’ll come back and lend a hand.”


  “I’ll earn the beer first. What are the orders?”


  “We’ve got a new recruit, Marjorie,” she announced over her shoulder. “I think I’ll put him in your squad. This is Jimmy. Jimmy, this is my niece, Marjorie.”


  If the Authorities only had the sense to put squads in charge of people like Marjorie the Army would be a damn sight more popular. I found myself shaking hands with a little bobbed-haired brunette about as big as thirty seconds and as cheerful as a coon with a new water-melon.


  I met a lot of other people that night, good scouts all of them, but I can’t remember any of their names. I was too busy. Marjorie was in charge of the buffet and, by golly, she worked. What is more, she kept me at it. I stacked plates, cut bread, washed up cups, and generally did a spell of cook-house fatigue. Somehow though, we found time for three dances together and to learn quite a lot about each other. She was a kind of secretary, employed in one of the Ministries that abound in London just now, and this buffet stunt was a voluntary work undertaken each week. During one of the quieter spells, when I was telling Marjorie of my plan for seeing London, for discovering the various places, for rubber-necking in fact, I expected her to laugh at the whole idea and to tell me that I was sure to have a lousy time. Instead, she looked kind of envious.


  “What a wonderful idea,” she said. “No set plans, but just to go where the spirit prompts; to look for all sorts of out-of-the-way places and curiosities. To find funny little pubs with funny little bars and mix with all kinds of people. I think it’s the wisest thing anyone could do and it’s what I’ve always longed to try. A girl can’t, not as a man can, anyway,” she told me regretfully. “The few times I have managed to visit spots like that have always been with a bunch of people. It’s not nearly so good that way. You must either be alone or have somebody who has more or less the same ideas, with the same likes and dislikes. At least that’s the way I see it.”


  Now let me confess, right here and now, that when I spoke my next little piece I expected a kick in the pants.


  “What time do you get away from this darned Ministry of yours each night, and could you trot me around to see some of these places you talk about? I promise that you won’t get into any jams.”


  “How do you mean - ‘jams’?” she asked slowly.


  “Well, I won’t take you into any tough spots.” “You’re like everyone else who comes to London,” she said, a trifle indignantly. “There are no tough spots. Go to the poorest quarter in the East End, and you’ll meet with politeness. Go into a pub down by the docks. It may not be luxurious, but you’ll find that everyone is quite nice there. You’ll hear an occasional ‘damn’, and possibly if there’s no women in the place you’ll hear much worse. But when women are there, Londoners are gentlemen. I’m not a Londoner myself; I came here six years ago. So you needn’t think I’m boasting about my own town. Londoners are just what I said - gentlemen. Shall we go and meet some of them?” she asked, all of a sudden.


  “Now?”


  Marjorie has a delicious, silvery little laugh, and my suggestion of ‘Now?’ certainly gave her an opportunity of letting me hear it.


  “To-morrow’s still a day,” she told me. “If you’re of the same mind then …”


  “I will be!”


  “Very well, you can meet me outside the Ministry - I’ll give you full directions - at half-past five.”


  “Where will we go?” I asked her.


  “You’re the guide,” she retorted. “I think it’s going to be great fun.” Yeah? I was beginning to wonder.


  “Suppose I choose a place, or maybe the type of thing that you don’t like?”


  “It’ll still be fun. Or we’ll make it fun.”


  At the end of the show - Miss Mary made it a rule to close down at 11 o’clock - I naturally offered to see Marjorie home; she did not stay with her aunt.


  “Where do you live?” I asked bluntly.


  “Highgate.”


  “Highgate? How do I take you to Highgate?”


  “You don’t. If you like, you can walk with me as far as Marble Arch. I get a Tube from there. On the other hand, though, I don’t quite know whether you’ll be able to find your way back in the blackout.”


  I told her that was my worry, but to be perfectly truthful it was hers first. She guided me as far as the Tube - I could never have found the way myself. Getting back, when I came to that part of the job, wasn’t too difficult because I had memorised the turnings and simply reversed the process. But I didn’t get back, straight away, from that Underground at Marble Arch. There was a coffee stall there. I wasn’t hungry or thirsty, but I wanted my first experience of a London coffee stall. I don’t know for sure, but I think the coffee stall is an institution peculiar to London. And some people have strange ideas about it. Even now, quite a lot of folk believe that only the - well, lower classes, visit coffee stalls. Before I’d been many hours in London I knew that wasn’t so. All shapes, sizes and conditions go there. You catch scraps of conversation which leave you wondering what the remainder could have been. You witness little fragments of drama; a girl in a dance-frock glaring angrily at her young companion. You wonder whether they are married, engaged or what. You wonder what was the cause of the row. Then a voice breaks into your thoughts. You look at the speaker out of the corner of your eye. There’s a tiny little badge in his buttonhole, a little blue and silver badge, and it takes you quite a minute or two to realise that he belongs to the Merchant Navy.
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  “Boston was just the same as ever,” he tells his companion. His reference has the easy familiarity of one who knows that city well. Boston. That’s Boston, Mass., you imagine. And here are you, standing at a coffee stall at Marble Arch, listening to a man talking of Boston. Then: “I said to him” (a rather shrill voice re-orients your attention), “I said to him, I’m not going to stand it any longer.”


  Stand what? From whom? You don’t know; you never will know. “Coffee and a cake, mate.” He’s a taxi driver. He’s muffled up, and the weight of his overcoat tells you his trade, you reckon. But you can’t be sure; you can’t be certain about any of them. You don’t know the story lying behind the remark you hear, but if you have any imagination a London coffee stall is the place to give it full play. There’s little general conversation, for each person is concerned with his own affairs and has little time to stay. A coffee stall is more a dropping-in place for quick refreshment, or later, when the buses and underground trains have ceased to run, a welcome halting place on the long walk home. But if you want to see the real Londoner and to be as one of them, if you want to see a score of types within fifty minutes, stay that length of time at a coffee stall. I know. Marble Arch was my first, but by no means my last. Since then I have visited the Junior Turf Club - that’s the most famous of all coffee stalls, I think, and is at Hyde Park Corner. I’ve had coffee near the Elephant and Castle; I’ve munched a sandwich at the coffee bar at Aldgate; I’ve edged my way through the fringe of customers at the Baker Street one. They are all different, yet they are all the same in one respect. You are served by a man who takes little part in any conversation unless invited to do so. He minds his own business. And in this I think he is very wise; for when two or three customers are quarrelling between themselves, it’s silly to take sides. It must be a fine job, though, a coffee stall-keeper. Full of interest. All the same I expect I’d get a bit bored with it at times. That’s human nature, all the world over. Did I tell you I got back to my hotel after going to the Marble Arch? Got back safely too. I counted the corners and made the correct turns. If I stumbled into a few lamp-posts, well, I was no different from many other Londoners that night.


  For the fellow who had flattered himself he was going to see everything, was going to find his way about with comparative ease, I was a pretty big failure the next morning. Somehow I felt at a loose end. London had suddenly become much bigger. I didn’t know how to begin. I didn’t know what to take as a starting point.


  [image: ]


  So I compromised with my conscience and decided to spend the first day strolling around. I tried to kid myself that it was to get my bearings, but, to be perfectly frank, I felt like a little boy in a strange place Just a bit lost and bewildered. I made my way back to Marble Arch, this time in daylight and had my first big real surprise.


  Somehow I’d never thought of Hyde Park as such a huge stretch of green land. I’d always visualised it as a kind of extensive flower garden. I don’t know why I had that idea about it, but there it is. Instead, I found myself looking over a magnificent stretch of ground, beautifully wooded and tremendously inviting. I knew I had intended to stroll round the shopping districts, the busy thoroughfares; but Hyde Park was calling, and calling loud.


  “Where does it lead to?” I asked a passer-by.


  “Knightsbridge, Kensington, Grosvenor Place. Where exactly do you want to go?”
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  Once more I explained that I didn’t know, and he advised a visit to the Serpentine. Why is it called the Serpentine, I wonder? I haven’t been able to find out, but I do know that it’s very beautiful. There are views at the Serpentine that compare with anything I have ever seen, and I have seen quite a lot of the world. I suppose you could call it typically English. That view, for instance, from the bridge near the powder magazine and looking up towards Lancaster Gate. It’s magnificent. There’s another view rather … well, not similar but equally beautiful. That came later. It was when I was visiting St. James’s Park. There you look from the lake (with those countless water-birds) towards the Foreign Office, towards the stretch of the buildings of Whitehall, I mean. I’m perfectly certain that if either of these views were on postcards and labelled, say, Vienna, or some such place, people would be crazy about them and want to pay the fare to see them. Whereas, here they are, right at their own doorsteps - and I wonder if they are really appreciated at their true worth. To get back to the Serpentine, another thing I didn’t know was that Rotten Row ran round Hyde Park. That was a thrill, if you like: to see riders in the heart of London. And to get into conversation with a friendly groom who was apparently waiting for the horses to return; to learn from him that anyone can ride there; that there are certain laws applying to the Row.


  “D’you know,” he said,” no-one is allowed to drive along here. It’s strictly against the law. Yet it has been done. I’m not sure which it was, whether it was Lord Marcus Beresford or Lord Charles. I’m not sure, either, where the bet was made, but I think it was at White’s Club. Anyhow, he bet a fellow-member quite a big amount that he would drive a pair along the Row. Most of the other members turned up to see his Lordship bein’ pinched by a copper for breakin’ the law. But them what had backed him to win were on a good thing, for after a time Lord Beresford drove into the Row behind a pair of horses that pulled - a watering-cart. That’s the only vehicle allowed, and he won his bet.”
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  He was a matey old chap, that groom. He had mixed with horses all his life; he told me little stories about Tattersalls - by the way I wasn’t able to see a horse sale there, but I had a look at the outside gate as I passed. Not that this gate could tell you much, but at least I had the satisfaction of knowing where Tattersalls is; or should it be ‘are’?


  We had a cigarette together until the first of his horses returned, and then I followed his direction towards Hyde Park Corner. Somehow Piccadilly, which begins there, didn’t look exactly the Piccadilly I had imagined. It wasn’t until far past Park Lane, with its Dorchester and Grosvenor Hotels, until, in fact, I reached the Ritz at the end of the Green Park, that Piccadilly became, shall I say, something like the Piccadilly of my imagination.
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  I don’t know why, but it certainly does give a stranger a thrill to be walking along a street whose name is known all over the world. I suppose it’s really a form of egoism. Maybe it gives him a kick because he’ll be able to talk personally about Piccadilly, Bond Street, Regent Street and places like that, when he goes back home. I expect that’s the basis of it. Anyway, I got the thrill. Call me an egoist if you like; but there it is (and if you’re honest you’ll admit that it affects you the same way).


  I’ve got a feeling that some wise guy is going to say “That mutt must be particularly unobservant if he saw nothing interesting in Piccadilly from Hyde Park Comer to the Ritz.” He’s wrong on both counts. I think I am reasonably observant, and I certainly found plenty of interest. There are the Clubs on the left-hand side. Just to see the occupied windows of the various … I suppose they were reading rooms, is in itself interesting. But I also came across one peculiar relic of old London on my way up. It’s on the Green Park side, pretty nearly opposite St. James’s Club. It’s a wooden ledge supported by two columns, one at either end. It’s about breast high and quite narrow. I looked at it for a little, wondering what it was there for, wondering what its purpose was. It was too high to sit on, so it obviously wasn’t intended for a seat.


  There wasn’t anyone around that I could ask, so I waited until I came to the nearest taxi rank, for taxi-drivers know their London and every little thing about it. The very first one I spoke to was able to tell me.


  “That, mate?” - he jerked his head in the direction of the peculiar thing - “That was put up by some gent who used to look out of his window, the club window opposite, and see the porters struggling along with their heavy loads. At that time most of the loads were carried on the shoulder or on the back. Now I don’t know whether you noticed or not, but just when you came to it there’s a bit of a hill coming up to here. Well, this old toff had that bench put there so that the porters could rest their loads on it before tackling the hill. It’s just the right height for a bloke to rest whatever’s on his back. Of course it isn’t used much now because … well, porters don’t carry stuff as they did in those days. I suppose it’s kept there as a curiosity. But every time I see it I think that the old toff who went to the trouble of having it put there must have been a decent sort. Good luck to him, wherever he is.”


  That’s London. Modern progress might have swept that resting-bench away. But it didn’t. London has no pattern. It isn’t built to a set plan like the pre-war Berlin, a hateful dreary city. Maybe it hasn’t the charm of Paris, it’s nothing like Budapest - I’ve been lucky enough to see them all - but it has an attraction entirely its own. It was only yesterday that I arrived, and already I was falling under its spell. In what other busy city could you possibly find something such as that bench, its usefulness long outlived, still preserved, I like to think, because of the spirit which prompted its donor. He was a Londoner I’m certain; kindly and friendly, sparing a thought for the other man. You see, I was beginning to understand the charm of this London.


  But when I walked up Bond Street I got a jolt. I’d always thought of it as a wide, busy thoroughfare with magnificent and luxurious shops. Instead, I found it quite unpretentious, the shops small. That, of course, was merely the first impression. The street was narrow, but after I had gone a few yards I began to realise that it had a character entirely its own. The people who moved on the pavement were different, somehow, from those in Oxford Street. There was a different type of shopper. They moved in Bond Street as though Bond Street was theirs; it was their stamping-ground. The scraps of conversation overheard, too, were different from the conversation elsewhere. So many people seemed to know others as they passed. Bond Street, I think, has no replica.


  In Bond Street and the surrounding streets are to be found the aristocracy of shopkeepers, serving the needs and requirements of the aristocracy of Britain. Of course there are some wonderful shops to be seen in Regent Street for instance; but they have not the intimacy of the Bond Street establishments. A hurried visitor, of course, would probably not notice this, but if you want to see it, to understand and to realise it, take your time while walking up Bond Street. Watch the people, the customers. Note how they are escorted from the shops by a shopkeeper who obviously does not look upon the departing individual as a mere customer but more in the light of a valued patron.


  By the way. Bond Street took its share of bombing. Or maybe it was an earthquake; it depends what the Censor allows me to say about it. I heard a story about the ‘blitz’ there from a chap I met later. He, by the way, is an official at Scotland Yard and took me into that grim building - purely as a visitor, I hasten to add. He told me of a detective colleague who, during the particular night, was instructed, along with a fellow-detective, to patrol Bond Street because the windows were being blasted out. His inspector feared an outbreak of looting. The two considered it would be good policy to keep some distance between them, so that if one were injured the other could come to his assistance. Accordingly, one officer took the lead.


  It was a dark night and, except when the place was lit up by the flash of exploding bombs, the following man frequently lost sight of his colleagues in front. Often, too, he had to duck into a doorway when a bomb fell. This went on for over an hour. Round and round the circuit he pounded conscientiously, until at last, with nerves frayed and feet that ached, he overtook the figure in front of him.


  “Look here,” he called out, “I don’t care if all the so-and-so bombs fall in this so-and-so street and all the so-and-so crooks of London assemble to gather in the harvest. I’m going to have an asterisk drink.” To his supreme self-disgust the man in front turned, swaying visibly, and announced with an unmistakable hiccough: “A damn fine idea, old chap. I’m with you.”


  It was only then that the detective realised that for the past half-hour he had been following the tortuous path of a stranger who was utterly and happily drunk. He has declared since that if human companionship hadn’t been so desirable at that moment he might have kicked the drunk half-way over Oxford Street. Me, I should have asked him to show me where the nearest pub was!


  Sometimes when you look around you in London, you can imagine what the nights of the Blitz must have been. What utter Hell the people must have gone through. However, let me get on with my little journey, my walk around the streets.


  How did I come to find Ely Place? I’m hanged if I know. It’s just a short, dignified street off Holbom. Somehow, when I saw heavy iron gates (wide open, by the way) my rubber-necking instincts began to get busy. Did I say ‘dignified’? I imagine there’s not another like it anywhere in Great Britain.


  Those gates are closed each night, sealing Ely Place off from the remainder of London, much as though the old-maid-ish Victorian buildings shrink from contact with the vulgar nightlife beyond those gates. But there’s more to come. It’s amazing and very difficult to believe: nevertheless, I’ll risk being told it just can’t happen in 1943. Every hour, from the time those gates are closed until they are reopened the following morning after sunrise, a night-watchman patrols Ely Place, calling out the time much as the watchmen did throughout London a hundred years ago. I don’t know whether he remarks upon the state of the weather; I hadn’t the nerve to ask him, in case he thought I was being facetious. Anyway, if he doesn’t do it, some old ghost, haunting the shades of Ely Place, will in all probability grumble to a fellow-spectre that “the fellow is neglectful of his duty, by gad, sir!” I don’t grudge the time I spent in Ely Place.


  I can’t remember whether it was on this occasion that I reached Leicester Square and strolled up Charing Cross Road, the land of the bookshops. Whether you are a reader or no, it is well worth while spending a few minutes, a few hours for that matter, watching the various types of people who stand, hour after hour, at the bookshelves, browsing; I think that’s the right word. There was one old fellow I watched for nearly twenty-five minutes. He was reading a book from one of the boxes. I don’t know whether he intended to buy it; I don’t know why he should, because he practically finished it while I was there. I’m firmly convinced that very many Londoners regard Charing Cross Road as a Free Library, and I’m equally certain that the booksellers look benignly on these non-profitable customers. There is an equally interesting place - should one call it a place or district or spot? - only a few seconds distant from the bookshop quarter. I think it is called the Hippodrome Corner. It’s the place where actors and actresses, music-hall artistes and the like congregate during certain recognised hours of the day. I had the feeling that most of them were ‘resting’, out of work, in fact. It’s quite possible, of course, that quite a number were performing at the suburban halls and theatres around London and had merely come in to talk with their fellow-artistes.
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  The difference between them and the book-browsers is remarkable. The latter are sedate, solemn, studious and, for the most part, careless in their dress, while the theatrical people are almost mercurial and certainly careful about their attire (which is part of their stock-in-trade, I imagine). Their conversation is carried on in loud tones, their gestures are extravagant. It is almost as though they are always moving in the limelight; much as though there is an ever-present audience. If those I saw were out of work they certainly showed no signs of worry. To me they seemed almost a race apart. There was something about them entirely different from all the others in London, and yet something entirely similar to the actors I have met in other cities. That close proximity of the book-browsers and the actors is all part of the uniqueness of London. True, at that time I didn’t know much about London, but I was beginning to grasp that particular streets and even districts could be identified with various peoples or crafts. Nor are these districts separated by long distances. On the contrary, you can step from one street to another and find yourself in an entirely different atmosphere. Almost, in fact, as though you are in another country.


  From Charing Cross Road to Soho is but a step, and yet to all intents and purposes you might as well have crossed the Channel. For Soho is the Londoners’ Continent. There you will find individuals from almost all of our Allies, each country being represented by at least one restaurant. Before I left London I had sampled quite a number of those, some good and some … well, not so good. Of course it is not quite fair to judge nowadays, for restaurateurs must be having a helluva time with all the food regulations. Yet most of them manage to satisfy their customers. You don’t get the lavish table decorations or the suave service that distinguish the more ritzy places, but Soho and its restaurants have an atmosphere entirely their own. Take Josef’s for instance. It’s the Jugoslav restaurant, frequently patronised by young King Peter when he is in London, and one or other of the Jugoslav Ministers can be seen there almost every evening. Josef, himself, is an elfin little man, always bustling about and looking after the comfort of his patrons. Another popular restaurant is Chez Filliez. I heard someone say of the proprietor that his suavity would grace the Dorchester. Although I haven’t been to the Dorchester I can quite imagine him in those palatial surroundings. Marjorie and I tried still another well-known French restaurant in Soho, Jardin des Gourmets. It is the kind of place one goes to for a quiet, intimate dinner. Anyhow, we enjoyed it thoroughly. Those mentioned are only three out of… well, I’d hate to have to walk round and count how many restaurants there really are in Soho. And as I said before, some of them are not quite so good as others.
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  Talking of restaurants we decided - or I did - to cut a dash one night, and visited the Bagatelle. That is off Piccadilly. Very swishy! Full of ‘red tabs’ and glamour. No-one, with the exception of a tremendously bored-looking subaltern, seemed to object to a corporal being there, and even the bored sub permitted his expression to slip when he caught sight of my companion. Poor little nitwit; it wasn’t his fault that he was born with nothing behind his face.


  It was all useful experience, experience of London. I’m glad, too, we dined at Grosvenor House, if only because I am able to say I’ve been there if ever Grosvenor House comes into the conversation abroad. But that’s really the only reason that I’m glad. To me it seemed a bit too blatant.


  No, as I say, the quieter restaurant every time. Marjorie prefers it that way too. Maybe I’ll change my point of view when I’m twenty-five years older. I wouldn’t know about that. I’m telling you of things as they appeared to me a week or two ago. And of all the dinners I had in London, I got the biggest kick out of the first. That was at the Old Cheshire Cheese, in Fleet Street. Maybe you remember that Marjorie had told me that I was to pick the places to go; I was to make up my mind and act as guide. Well, long before I reached her at 5.30 that evening, I had decided. We were going to the Old Cheshire Cheese, where Dr. Johnson is reputed to have been such a frequent visitor.


  There’s atmosphere, if you like! I don’t suppose the place has changed much in the last 150 years. I don’t think I’m far wrong in saying that it closely resembles the ‘Old Chop Houses’ that one reads of in Dickens’ books. It is not even what you would call comfortable, but the food is typically English. No foreign fal-de-lals, no mysterious sauces or flavouring. Very old-fashioned and English, but very good.


  There, one couldn’t help thinking of the days when the stout old bore waddled his way into the favourite comer and doubtless monopolised the conversation. I shouldn’t be at all surprised if in those days one customer whispered in an aside to another: “Look out, here’s old Johnson coming. He talks too damned much. Let’s slip out and go to another pub.”


  I’m afraid I would have felt a bit like that myself, if Boswell is to be relied upon. But now, halo-ed by the mist of ages, he has become someone to think about, to dream over; become a plaything for one’s imagination. His house, too, is only a few yards from the Cheshire Cheese, and although we were not able to see the interior we rubber-necked at the outside like any pair of hayseeds. There happened to be a Fire Service chap standing near and saw us looking at the building.


  “That’s one of the nicest places in London,” he told us. I asked him if he had been inside. “Yes, a lot of times. I don’t know anything about Dr. Johnson, but I do know that the caretaker there during the Blitz used to make that an unofficial headquarters for us fellows. And I can tell you we appreciated it.”
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  Possibly, while you’ve been reading about Dr. Johnson’s house and what I think of the old lexicographer you’ve been wondering about Marjorie, wondering how I was getting on with her and what she was thinking of me. Well, I don’t know that I’m going to satisfy your curiosity. Why should I? This isn’t a love story. I’ll let you into one little secret anyway, and it’ll have to do you for the rest of the book. When I come back to London I’m going to spend every possible minute with Marjorie and she says she’ll be perfectly happy if I do. So that’s enough for you, and that’s all you’re going to get. Oh, except for one thing. I found out that evening that Marjorie was just as much a rubber-neck as I. I found out, too, that she had never been to the Cheshire Cheese, never seen Dr. Johnson’s house. So I was able to tell her of another place that I had heard of during the day, and I trotted out my information as something marvellous. The Temple, I told her. It’s quite close to here. Bless her, she didn’t even say “You’re telling me.” She knew where it was. But I’m glad she didn’t know much about it, for we went exploring.
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  Oh boy, what I could do to the Hun who dropped the bombs on that beautiful old place, those magnificent, centuries-old buildings that can never be replaced! The church, going back I don’t know how many hundred years, to the days of the Crusaders - all wrecked by some dirty little rattle-snake of a Nazi. But even so, there was a quiet serenity in the Temple, only a few yards distant from busy Fleet Street and the Strand. Here, on the other side of a gate, you could imagine yourself far away from the world. The dignity of the buildings, a gentle, home-like dignity, the absolute peace of the garden with its lawn that had been tended so carefully for ages - they all seemed to bring a feeling of something very like contentment to the heart.


  At one time, so a quiet old gentleman told us, the Temple grounds had extended to the actual river. But now the Embankment separates them from the Thames. Apparently - I’m taking my informant’s word for it - the Templars are summoned to dinner each night by the note of a horn, just as they have been for centuries past. Naturally, I wanted to know why, even long ago, a bell was not used. And that is where I picked up a little more historical knowledge.


  “A bell, my friend, would not have answered the purpose,” the old gentleman explained patiently. “In those days the younger members of the Temple used to course hares on the other side of the river, and the horn was blown at precisely six o’clock with two objects in view. First, the note carried across the water; second, the young men thus had sufficient time to make their way back over the river to arrive punctually in hall.” To me, all this was almost like an echo from the past.
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  That, I know, sounds somewhat highbrow, but I don’t mean to be highbrow. I’m not trying to use words for the sake of using them; I’m trying to give you my honest impression of that wonderful place. I tried to tell Marjorie how I felt about it and she seemed to understand. She told me that there were other places in London somewhat similar and affecting her in the same way. I think I realized why, when, a day or two later, we visited Hampton Court Palace.


  The gardens there were (are, I should say) magnificent. There is no other word for it - magnificent. The tremendously impressive sweeps of tree-lined avenues almost overwhelm one. The building, itself? Well, I’m not a whale at architecture: but I do appreciate that those fellows of long ago knew how to build. And I’m ready to hand it to Henry VIII for being clever enough to snaffle that place from Wolsey. A bit of a sergeant-major, I think, about Henry VIII. He wasn’t missing any chances. Hampton Court and its gardens, and that bend of the river running by the side of the Palace - I don’t think I’ll forget those for a long time to come. I’m perfectly sure I don’t want to forget them ever. They are memories, like that of the Temple, to take home.
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  That was a wonderful evening when we visited Hampton Court Palace. But then, so was every evening, whether it rained or the sun shone. The time we went to Westminster Abbey; the Saturday afternoon when we visited St. Paul’s, and climbed right high into the roof; when we walked over Westminster Bridge so that we might view the Houses of Parliament from near Lambeth Palace; that almost purposeless stroll along the Embankment with those narrow, but beautiful, gardens on one side, while the puffing tug-boats pull their loaded barges up or down stream on the other. All these are wonderful memories to take away, to store in one’s mind, to bring out and reburnish when I’m thousands of miles away.


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  I wish now that I had kept a diary from the first moment of my arrival in London until my departure. There are so many things I want to remember, so many things that come back haphazard to me. I’ve forgotten nothing - I don’t think I ever will forget any of this - but I can’t restore them to their proper chronological order. On the other hand, I don’t know that I want to, really. Living in the kind of a time-tabled catalogue would be a pretty hideous form of existence. I can’t even remember which night it was we went down to the “Prospect of Whitby,” but I know I’m never likely to forget that little house. It’s a pub, just a common English pub. Yet in its own particular way it’s unique. To begin with, it is in that part of London immortalised by W. W. Jacobs - Wapping. I expect that at one time Wapping had many such pubs, but now, I think, the “Prospect of Whitby” is the only remaining one of its kind. I may be wrong in this, of course; there may be others, but I do not think so.
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  From the front, there is nothing unusual about the “Prospect.” The rear portion of the building is the real attraction. There is a balcony there, and in the evening you can sit drinking your beer and looking out over the river. It overhangs the river below the Pool, and although the Thames is not perhaps at its busiest there, at least every movement on the water is interesting to a landsman.


  “This is one of your tough places,” Marjorie told me. “This is the East End of London, the riverside, the kind of place used by fiction-writers when they want to describe a criminal locality. Didn’t I tell you that there were no tough places?”


  I could have kicked myself for being such an idiot. I had taken fiction-writers’ stuff as gospel. Tough, my foot! Just a decent lot of chaps coming in to enjoy their pints. Some of them had their girls with them, some their wives. They weren’t interested in crime, in murders; there was no ‘blood gushin’ out of the eyes’ there. The nearest approach to a battle was darts.


  One customer, a fatherly old chap (and if he didn’t wear a collar, but preferred a muffler, that was entirely his affair) invited Marjorie to join him in the game. We both went for that, and I think old Dad was quite happy when he found he had to pay me a half-pint for winning. Homely, big-hearted folk; cockneys, every one of them. True, there was no learned discussion; their conversation was not on the highest level; but instead, they spoke of things that interested them, mainly their jobs and happenings on the river. But I’d like to make a bet that if some of the Bond Street people came down here to the “Prospect,” and if they were genuine in their desire to be friendly, they would not be treated as strangers, people to be stared at. There is only one standard by which the visitor is measured - genuineness. They don’t enquire your business, they don’t want to know anything about you other than what you wish to tell. If you want to be friendly, they are glad to welcome you as one of themselves while you’re there.


  Of course you’ll always find someone ready to pull the leg. I think old Tom had sized us up as sightseers. Tom, I imagine, had spent most of his life on the River as a bargeman – bargee, I think you call it. His voice was husky, and the stubby pipe he kept gripped between his teeth didn’t help us to understand exactly what he was saying. But we caught the drift of it easily enough.


  “Wasn’t it from off your balcony they used to hang the pirates in the old days?” he asked the landlord. Someone else took up the conversation.


  “Only four pirates was hanged outside here. It was about fifty yards away where they used to set up the biggest gibbet. But the bodies was always left hanging for days and days, until the tide washed the bones away.”


  Well, we might have fallen for it if Tom hadn’t spoiled the effect by a prodigious wink to the landlord. Marjorie saw that wink too. Her face was perfectly solemn when she turned to him.


  “Only four pirates?” she said, kind of sadly. “Oh, what a pity! In the village in Cornwall where I come from we used to pack away our pirates - after they were dead, of course - in bundles of five. It was easier that way, because then we could always reckon that four bundles made a score.”


  “And that’s just what you didn’t do, Tom!” grinned another customer. “Good for you, missie. Tom’s always trying to pull someone’s leg, but this time you’ve done it on him.”


  They were so delighted at the turn of the tables that more than one wanted to buy us beer. They’re a grand bunch of folk, bless them! Yes, I’ll remember the “Prospect of Whitby.”
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  “Dirty Dick’s” too; I won’t forget that in a hurry. A unique place, if ever there was one. I think the story of the original landlord who allowed everything to get into such a disgusting state of dirt and cobwebs is more or less fictitious. I believe, or rather I was told, that it has groundwork of truth, but greatly exaggerated. All the same, it’s well worth going to see. It’s quite close to Liverpool Street Station, and although it like many other places, received some damage during the blitz, the landlord still carries on, just as do all other Londoners.


  While we’re on this subject of pubs - a nice topic, isn’t it? - let’s slip back to Soho. I know it sounds a long way, but it isn’t really. A Tube from Liverpool Street landed us quite close to Soho and the journey was only seven minutes. So let’s go back from “Dirty Dick’s” up to Victor’s, M’sieu Victor Berlemont, to give him his full name. I think I’m right in saying that M’sieu Berlemont holds first place in three respects. He is I understand, the only Frenchman to hold a public-house licence in London; he has, I honestly believe, the largest moustache of any publican in the Metropolis; and his house is the unofficial headquarters of Fighting France. For many French exiles it is a little corner of France where Madame, behind the bar, speaks to them in their native tongue, where their fellow customers are of their own nationality and where they can openly express the conviction, shared by everyone there, that one day France will again be the France they knew. But French are not the only customers there. Its cosmopolitan atmosphere has made it the rendezvous of many, Poles, Czechs, Norwegians, Americans, yes, and even Italians. You can hear almost every European language there, London’s own Tower of Babel. It’s a very lively spot, and one I’m glad I’ve been to.


  Of course, there are so many interesting places like that, I was bound to miss some. I’m glad, though, I managed to see the ‘Fitzroy,’ off Tottenham Court Road. It gave me a slight idea of the heterogeneous mass that go to make up London. One part of the ‘Fitzroy’ is almost entirely given over to the ‘Bloomsbury Intellectuals.’ It was Marjorie who first told me of the place. She had heard of it and, during the day while she was at work, I found out how to get there. I’ve got to confess, here and now, that those ‘Bloomsbury Intellectuals’ are the weirdest-looking lot of objects I’ve ever seen. There was one in particular. He (or it) was an anaemic-looking twerp wearing - on my oath, folks - a pink blouse and sandals. There were others almost as bad. Personally, I think it’s mostly a pose, for all of them are very young. I imagine they’ll grow out of it in time.


  The ‘Fitzroy,’ of course, has other claims to fame. For instance, the landlord has gathered together the finest collection of Naval cap ribbons to be seen anywhere. At one time or other, they’ve been worn by sailors of nearly every vessel in His Majesty’s Navy. Last, but not least, there is the pianist who grinds out jittery jazz to please the customers and plays Puccini perfectly to please himself. He is a somewhat strange looking individual, but a delightful musician.


  If, however, your taste runs more towards the orthodox, what about ‘Shepherds’ in Shepherds Market. It’s as noisy and friendly as one could wish for, noisy with the chatter of conversation, and friendly because everyone there seems to be getting the best out of life for the time being. It’s unique, too, if only for the old-time sedan-chair that has been turned to a purpose never visualised by its original maker - a telephone booth. There was still another little spot we found and enjoyed; the ‘Captain’s Cabin.’ It lies at the back of the Criterion, near Piccadilly Circus. I couldn’t quite understand why there should be a binnacle and wheel in a captain’s cabin, but they both helped to give the nautical impression, like the lighted portholes all around. It had one thing in common with the other places I have mentioned; a spirit of friendliness between the customers. No-one was at all stand-offish, and that, more than anything, makes a stranger to London feel that, in one way or another, folks are glad to meet him.


  Looking back over what I have written it would almost appear as though Marjorie and I spent most of our time ‘pub-crawling.’ If that is the impression I am giving it’s entirely wrong. There was so much else to see that too much time spent in pubs would have been sheer waste.
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  Of course I wasn’t going to miss the theatres. Marjorie, I discovered, is just as fond of them as I am. But I don’t intend to describe any of the shows, for by the time this is printed, if ever it is, the productions we saw may have finished their run. In any case, there is no need for a stranger in London to need advice regarding the theatres. He has only to stand at Piccadilly Circus, and almost the entire theatre-land is within a stone-throw of him. An evening paper tells him the theatre and the show, and he can reach most in less than five minutes. We were not disappointed with any of the productions we saw, but London had gradually become so real to me that I preferred the many outdoor shows to the artificiality of the theatre. No stage producer in London - or in all the world, for that matter - could hope to stage a scene approaching in the slightest degree the magnificence of the Tower. None could hope to make his audience thrill as do the watchers when the bell rings on Tower Bridge and the great lengths of roadway begin to separate. No scenic artist could really portray the Pool of London, with those huge cranes swinging and the bargemen tugging at the long sweeps. And could any playwright hope to rival the spontaneity of the repartee heard in Hyde Park?
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  There’s a London show, if you like! Some of the orators seem to take their job very seriously. Others, I think, look on it all as a kind of rag, entering into cross-talk with their audiences with such obvious pleasure. I don’t think I would like to be an earnest speaker there, for occasionally the heckling is terrific. At the same time, the heckler does not always come off best. I heard one platform-speaker retort in a way that made me glad I wasn’t the chap who had asked the question. He was talking (why, I couldn’t gather) about stocks and shares, and a beery-looking, down-at-heel individual demanded how long the speaker had known anything of his subject. The orator regarded the questioner benignly. Then: “Since before the time when all your buttons were safety pins.”


  There was one dear old chap I wish I could have known better. I’m sure he must have had a great sense of humour. The particular speaker interesting him was denouncing the evils of drink. The man I was watching didn’t really interrupt him at all. He made no attempt to heckle. It’s doubtful, in fact, whether he could have raised his voice without throwing back his head and disturbing his balance; for he swayed visibly with, I reckon, quite a number over the eight. No, he didn’t heckle. But in a voice that could be heard all around he repeated reproachfully after almost every sentence: “And we all drink water!” Now that I’ve written it down it doesn’t look very funny; but the effect there was great fun.


  How those speakers can possibly hope to make themselves heard, speaking as they do, one against the other, is more than I can understand. Yet somehow they manage it. But my vote goes to the man I stood listening to for quite a long time. He had no particular theme; he jumped from one subject to another, giving each a humorous backward kick as he proceeded to the next. He couldn’t have had any purpose except one, and I think I know what it was. I’m pretty sure he spoke just for the joy of speaking. He liked to hear his own voice; he liked to see the smiles on the faces of his audience. I shouldn’t be at all surprised that when he finished he walked away with the self-satisfaction that at least he had made some people forget their worries for a few minutes. Candidly, I believe that man was doing more good than most of the other speakers all rolled into one. Still, that’s only my opinion.


  Apart from all that, I found the free parliament in Hyde Park well worth listening to. It is an expression of our democracy. In no other European country could men (or women, for that matter) collect a crowd and begin to denounce, let us say, the Prime Minister, if they wanted to. I didn’t actually hear that, but I did hear the House of Lords verbally destroyed, the Chancellor of the Exchequer called a rogue and the police labelled as a bunch of crooks. More utter rubbish is spoken in five minutes in Hyde Park at those meetings than in a London drawing room in five years. But little of it is offered seriously, I think, and still less is accepted earnestly. It’s just one of London’s free shows, and typically London.
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  I wonder if anyone has ever attempted to count the number of free entertainments offered to the perambulating pedestrian such as I’ve been. They are innumerable, and go on all round the clock. They tell me that war has cut out quite a number of these, but there are still plenty left. I started one morning at five o’clock. I went to Covent Garden Market and tried to understand what it was all about, tried to make sense of what the salesmen were saying. They have a jargon completely their own, while the porters (I think that’s the correct name for them) astonished me by throwing enormous weights about with a nonchalance that is truly amazing. I found that Covent Garden had one thing in common with almost every other happening, occasion or city. Whenever you start to make enquiries somebody’s sure to tell you: “Ah, you ought to have seen it at such-and-such a time!” A salesman or stall-holder in the flower-market, a friendly kind of bloke, told me this. Maybe he was right. Maybe it used to be very much bigger; but I was perfectly content with what I saw there. The masses of flowers gave me, for a moment, just a touch of nostalgia. I forgot all that, though, when my new-found friend directed me to a pub where hot coffee and rum were to be had. 5.30 a.m., and hot coffee with rum. A marvellous institution!


  Apparently, while any other drink could be bought, coffee and rum seemed to be the favourite, as far as the Covent Garden people were concerned. And who am I to dispute their choice? My friend, the salesman, came in a minute or two afterwards, and although he was obviously busy and was preparing to dash out immediately after downing his coffee (with the accompanying rum) he found time to tell me of another free show. I suppose my shoulder-badge told him I was a stranger - if my obvious rubber-necking didn’t make that obvious.


  “If you want a direct contrast to Covent Garden,” he told me, “why not go to Billingsgate, the Fish Market?”


  “That’s the place where all sergeant-majors go through a course of languages, isn’t it?”


  “Don’t you believe it,” he told me. Covent Garden used to know a thing or two about cussing, but that’s years ago. People are different now. I’d like to bet you a couple of drinks that you won’t hear a dozen swears in the whole of Billingsgate. Not real swearing, I mean.”
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  I found it was only the matter of a fifteen minutes walk from Covent Garden, and as soon as my friend told me that it was beside the Monument I started out, there and then. I was only disappointed in one respect. The Monument was not open to visitors. I don’t know whether it’s open during the day, but it wasn’t at that time of the morning. Jiminy, what a lovely view one could get from the top! I imagine you would be able to see right away down the river. A policeman did tell me that it’s easy to see half-way over Kent from the top of the Monument, and I’m prepared to take his word for it. But let’s get on to Billingsgate.


  Covent Garden salesman, you were right. In a way, I am sorry. I expected (or hoped) to pick up four or five new cuss words that might be useful when I got back to the regiment. Instead, about all I heard was ‘Mind yer back’, as the porters, wearing amazing leather hats, walked, and always at a fast pace, with boxes of fish perched high on their heads. They’re terrific things, those hats. I wish I could have bought one to take home with me. Solid leather, and as hard as a money-lender’s heart.


  Who said there was a fish shortage in London! There seemed to be enough fish there, of every kind and condition and size, to feed all the people in Britain. That’s only how it strikes a stranger, of course. When you come to think of it, London’s eight million people want a bit of feeding, and a hundred tons of fish won’t go very far among that lot. I picked up an interesting scrap of history, too, while I was there. I didn’t know, until I was told, that Dutch boats were continuously moored on the river bank. They had been there (not the same boats, of course) since the time of… I think it was Charles the Second. My informant wasn’t too sure about that part of it.


  It seems that because of an ancient Charter, Treaty or Agreement, or whatever it was, as long as the Dutch boats remain there, as long as the mooring is not vacated, they could continue to import their fish, eels mainly, without duty. So the moorings were never vacated, have never been vacant during these centuries. Up to the beginning of the war, until Holland was invaded, a small Dutch colony was permanently in London. Admittedly, they were separated from London by mooring-ropes; but they were in London and part of it. I can picture some of the old Dutchmen, two hundred years ago, sailing up the Thames and mooring at Billingsgate; going ashore for a spell and comparing the City unfavourably with their beloved Amsterdam.


  I wonder what they made of the Cockneys in those days. I wonder if any roving Dutchman decided to make his home here permanently, because of some bright-eyed London girl. I shouldn’t be a bit surprised. I wonder what London was like in those days.


  Of course, I’ve read my Pepys, and that gives a very fair picture. But while I’m fond of seeing historical buildings, links with the past, so to speak, I much prefer the present. Life, back in those days, may have been more leisurely than now, but there wasn’t nearly so much to rubber-neck over. If you wanted to see some place a distance away you couldn’t hop into a taxi. You had to walk, ride or be carried. (I think sedan chairs were in vogue then.) Anyway, the roads were so utterly bad that no sort of progress could have been pleasant. No, the London of to-day suits me very nicely, thank you.


  All the same, even this has its disappointments. Or perhaps ‘disillusionment’ might be a better word to explain what I mean. For instance, from Billingsgate to the Bank is no distance at all, and of course I wanted to go there. Not that I have any money in the Bank or ever likely to have. I just wanted to look at the place. And all I saw was blank wall!
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  But that’s not the disillusionment I spoke of – it was really Lombard Street. Now if you think back, if you recall the picture your imagination formed of Lombard Street whenever you happened to hear of that place or read about it, you probably imagined it an extremely dignified thoroughfare where the financiers of the world made those decisions which affect the destinies of mankind. That’s the kind of picture I formed of the place. In reality, it turned out to be a somewhat dull, narrow lane – yes, lane! – and anything but impressive. But that was only in the first moment of disillusionment. Somehow, as I stood looking at it, my disappointment gave way to a feeling of appreciation. Lombard Street, now that I came to look at it again, was not so mean-looking. It wasn’t a lane. It began to take shape as a narrow valley between solid-looking buildings whose appearance lent stability, instilling something like confidence in the sightseer.


  Somehow, it gradually dawns upon one that even though the street is narrow, even though the buildings are not particularly dignified, this little thoroughfare does, after all, constitute the financial centre of the world. It was a somewhat overawing thought and helped me to understand, in a slight way, the might of the British Empire. Berlin would make its Lombard Street terrifically impressing, a show place of business efficiency - and get nowhere with it all. London is content to carry on more or less in the buildings which suited the tenants’ fathers; without show or ostentation - and London’s voice is respected everywhere throughout the world. No, Lombard Street is not imposing, but I am glad I have seen it.
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  There are many places round about there that I’m glad I’ve seen. They’re all memories to take back home with me, memories peculiar to London. The gateway to the Churchyard in Seething Lane, for instance, with the three skulls carved above it. It was through this gate that the victims of the Great Plague were carried to be buried there. The next time I read my Pepys, where he refers to the Great Plague, I will think of this little churchyard. It will help to make alive for me the dead words written so long ago. Where else, too, but in London would you find the London Stone, let into the wall of a church in Cannon Street. It takes you further back than the Great Plague; right back to the Roman Invasion. A matey policeman told me that it was from this stone all Roman measurements throughout Britain were made; all distances were reckoned from the London Stone. It’s nothing much to see, nothing much to look at. But it’s something to have seen.
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  There’s so much that is absolutely unique about London. Somehow, it grips you. There are things, scenes, facts about London you never really could forget. What other capital would permit a huge mass of sculpture to obstruct that already narrow thoroughfare which is Fleet Street? And in what other capital in the world has the reigning monarch to halt at such an obstruction; to ask permission of the City Fathers before he may enter his principal city? Of course, it is all merely the observance of a tradition. I don’t suppose for one moment that even an exceedingly liverish Lord Mayor would ever dream of withholding permission. At the same time, it’s rather an intriguing thought.


  What would happen if he did? Would all the King’s Horses and all the King’s Men do a smart ‘ About turn’, or would a very calm, dignified policeman tap the obstructive Lord Mayor on the shoulder, ordering him to “Move along there, now. You’re creating a nuisance!”? I would like to be there when anything like that happened, but I’m pretty sure it never will.


  Instead, I would be quite happy to have an opportunity of witnessing the old traditional ceremony. Still, although I am not lucky in this respect I’m not kicking. I’m satisfied , I’ve seen the Temple Bar. So, when in the future I read of His Majesty visiting the Guildhall, for instance, I’ll be able to picture just where he halted and begged permission to proceed.
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  As I said, a little while back, I wish I had kept a diary when I started this tour of London, because now I find myself jumping from place to place. There’s no shape or order about my journeying. If it comes to that, though, there’s no shape or order about London and, as the novelists say, therein lies its charm. I don’t know what I did each day; I can’t remember. But because I was mentioning free shows a moment or two ago I’ve just recalled another, and a very popular one, with Londoners as well as visitors. It’s the Changing of the Guard, at Buckingham Palace.


  Of course it has lost a lot of its colourful pageantry, because the peace-time uniforms are no longer worn. All the same, even to a Service-man the Changing of the Guard is interesting, because the smartest soldiers, from whichever regiment supplies the Guard, are chosen for that particular duty. I believe it’s mainly detachments from the Guards. When I saw the ceremony I came to the conclusion that the Guards drill just as well as they fight, and that’s saying something.


  Besides, it gives you quite a little thrill to be there and to think that perhaps Their Majesties are looking out from behind the curtains, watching their soldiers. I think that is the general feeling in the crowd which invariably gathers to watch The Guard being changed. I think they are always hoping to catch a glimpse of the King and .Queen or, perhaps, of one the ‘the little Princesses.’


  I don’t mean this as a bit of flag-wagging; it’s just the general feeling throughout London. To us, coming from abroad, the King is a symbol of Britain. To the people at home here, especially in London, the King is a Londoner. He is one of them, they feel. They want to see him, if only for the pleasure of raising their hats and saluting him.
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  It’s a lovely free show, the Changing of the Guard, and one that might at any moment give the added thrill of a momentary glimpse of our Royalty. Another thing, there’s the pleasure of one of the loveliest strolls in London along the Mall to the Admiralty Arch and Trafalgar Square and the Strand. Of course, I just had to cut down to the right, to watch the pelicans being fed. Can you imagine it; pelicans at large in the centre of London! Somehow, it’s something I never thought possible. If it comes to that, it’s hard to believe such birds possible. While I watched them I couldn’t help thinking of the old rhyme:


  
    “A wonderful bird is the pelican,

    His mouth will hold more than his belican;

    He puts enough in his beak

    To last him a week,

    I often wonder how the helican.”
  


  When I come to think of it, that’s a bit of a round I’ve mentioned; from Billingsgate to Buckingham Palace, then to Trafalgar Square and the Strand. But that’s London: you never know where you’re going to arrive at, you can never be quite sure where you are going to finish. Take it as it comes, it’s wide open to you.
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  I once thought, like lots of other people, that Trafalgar Square was mainly Nelson’s Column. That was the beginning and end to Trafalgar Square, to my mind. I’ve learned better since. The National Gallery on the north side; St. Martin’s-in-the-Fields, that famous church from which so many broadcasts have been sent out and where there is always a sleeping place for the down-and-outs in the crypt. Many times, no doubt, in the days to come, I’ll hear broadcasts from St. Martin’s-in-the-Fields, the fields that no longer exist, and instead of the place taking nebulous shape in my mind I’ll be able to picture it as I’ve seen it. I’ll be able to picture inside, because I’ve been there.
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  Maybe you’ll notice I haven’t said a lot about Whitehall and all the well-known buildings there. Candidly, apart from the Cenotaph, that street bored me stiff. I suppose it’s necessary; I suppose all these Government buildings are required if the country is to go on. But I just can’t raise any enthusiasm; not for the Governmental buildings, anyway.


  I got a gorgeous thrill, though, out of Scotland Yard. That visit, however, was purely unofficial, and I won’t pretend that I was shown a lot of it. I saw no Black Museum, for instance; I didn’t see any criminals slinking in to ‘squeal’ on their companions, or any arrests. In fact, it was just like any tenth-rate, grubby office. Very dingy and very uninteresting, except for the fact that it was Scotland Yard, the Headquarters of, I suppose, the slickest Police Force in the world. Scotland Yard men must be considered that, I think, for I was told while I was there that many of the higher officers were being loaned to Southern American countries and the like so that their police might be reorganised on the pattern of Scotland Yard. No wonder the Yard men carry themselves proudly. They have something to be proud of. I should certainly hate to be a crook, taken in there for questioning. There’s an air of depressing grimness about the place - or was it my imagination? Of course it might have been the latter, for I’ve read as much ‘Edgar Wallace’ as the next man. All the same, the place looks, and is, grimly efficient.
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  It was a good suggestion of Marjorie’s (although I don’t mind confessing now that at first it didn’t strike me as anything out of the ordinary, anything to go crazy about). When she said that her vote was for a Sunday at the Zoo, I naturally thought of long buildings packed with smelly cages. Another preconceived picture, I suppose. I think our visit to the Zoo had the effect of banishing all such pictures, as far as London is concerned, at any rate, from my mind. I wish I’d been sensible enough to do that, right from the beginning. Marjorie must have noticed my lack of enthusiasm for the project because, after we reached the Zoo, I caught her glancing at me occasionally as though wondering whether she had done the right thing.


  That was only at the beginning. After the first ten minutes I don’t think she had any doubts, for a fellow would have to be dead from the neck up if he couldn’t enjoy the London Zoo. It’s not only because the grounds are laid out so well; it’s not only because the animals are so well cared for. All self-consciousness of rubber-necking - if you are silly enough to have any - falls away there, for every visitor is obviously a rubber-neck. He has come there to look, and he means to get his money’s worth. The Zoo is obviously a Londoner’s playground; everyone is eager to see as much as possible, and the little groups around each cage or enclosure become for the moment a band of friends, only to split up into atoms that form on another group, a minute later, elsewhere. The youngsters’ eyes are always round with wonder, while the accompanying parents only half-heartedly try to assume blaséness they are far from feeling. They may try, but the effort does not last long.


  Watch them in the Monkey House, for instance. They are just as childishly eager as the youngsters, and their laugh rings out just as readily. Any of them are ready to tell you of some animal particularly well worth seeing. They offer the information; they are offering a share of their enjoyment to you. Like the man who nudged me gently in the ribs and jerked his head in the direction of an adjacent cage where an ourang-outang was gripping the wires and gazing steadily at an individual who returned his gaze just as unblinkingly.


  “Relations, mate!” he murmured with a grin.


  Marjorie looked across; then tried to keep her face straight. Me, I didn’t attempt to do it, because I’m damned if the man outside the wire wasn’t of distinctly simian appearance. There was a grotesque resemblance between him and the ‘monk’. The man who had passed on the information gave us both a broad wink before walking away, much as though he had recognised us, accepted us as understanding people with his own sense of humour. A typically cockney incident.


  Similarly, when we watched the polar bear playing to the gallery, a middle-aged cockney, seeing our grins, immediately entered into conversation because … well, we were members of a brotherhood of enjoyment-seekers. “A fag, mate?” he offered, while his stout consort regarded the gesture with obvious approval. Then he pulled out a little paper bag from his pocket, a bag containing sweets that had more or less melted into one unappetizing lump. “Something to suck. Mister?”


  The cigarette gave me the excuse for a refusal, and he turned to Marjorie with quite a courtly little bow.


  “What about the bride?” he asked, offering her the bag.


  “Go along with you, Joe!” laughed his ‘missus.’ “Don’t pay any attention to him. Corporal,” she told me. “He’s always saying that kind of thing. He likes to see the girls blushin’, I think - the saucy old man.”


  Once again I saw a broad cockney wink, this time one of boyish mischief.


  “It sometimes helps to break the ice,” he told me as he turned away.


  He scored that time. Deny it if you like, Marjorie - but I’ll always maintain that you blushed then. (And if you cut this part out when you’re typing, I’ll write it in again.)


  If you keep your eyes open as you go about the Zoo you discover that it is something more than a Londoners’ playground. You see visitors who do not go haphazardly from cage to cage, but make straight for some particular exhibit, some favourite animal. That woman, for instance, who was feeding lump-sugar to the springbok in one of the cattle-sheds. She told Marjorie that she saved her entire sugar ration for this, coming here once a week to see her favourite animals. They knew her, she declared, and would come at her call. When Marjorie told her I had seen similar animals in their native state, in their natural surroundings, she began to ask all kinds of questions about them. But I’m no zoologist, and she could give me much more information than I could give her.


  Then there was the man a keeper told us about who used to come to the Zoo once a week for the sole purpose of standing for more than an hour gazing at the warthog. Lord only knows what pleasure he got out of that, for the warthog is the ugliest beast on earth, I think. Maybe it reminded him of his foreman, or perhaps he saw in it a resemblance to the wealthy uncle who had died without leaving him the expected legacy. I’ve tried to think up a sound reason for his weekly visits, but I just can’t. Perhaps a psychologist could give the right answer, I give it up.


  But that day the individual who took the prize, in my estimation, was the little lad about four years old who stood in wordless amazement for quite two minutes looking at a giant snail.


  “Mummy,” he managed to gasp out at last. “What a ’normous big winkle!”
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  No; Marjorie made no mistake when she voted for the Zoo. It’s a grand outing, and I’m very, very glad I’ve been there. But then, there’s so much of London I’m glad I’ve seen. To lean over the parapet at Westminster Bridge looking down the river, to see the buildings against the sky-line; to pause for a moment before The Old Curiosity Shop, wondering what Charles Dickens would think of London, were he alive to-day. Sooner or later, I suppose, the ‘George Inn,’ at Southwark, that sole survivor of the galleried inns, will be swept away. If such does happen it will be a tragedy, for it has stood there since immediately after the Great Fire of London.
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  It was from the ‘George’ that Mr. Pickwick set out on his immortal journey. Or am I wrong there? Was it to the ‘George’ they came at one period of the journey? I must look that up. Anyway, I’ve seen the place, I’ve drunk beer there; and it’s a memory to treasure. Then there were those frequent strolls along the Embankment, with its never-ending interests, where artists in chalk ply their trade while praying for fair weather, and schoolboys read ‘penny dreadfuls’ in the shadow of mysterious Egypt. Little things in themselves, but memories very, very pleasant, all of them.
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  Where else but in London could one see (and could one ever forget!) the unexpected glimpse of a State trumpeter, his tunic, the scarlet and gold of mediaeval pageantry, glinting in the sun - and the inscrutable eyes of an aged Chelsea Pensioner who watched him fixedly. What were the thoughts, I wondered, in that old man’s mind. I wanted to ask. I wanted to get into conversation with him. But it was time to go and meet Marjorie, so the opportunity passed.
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  Yes, they’re all memories to take away; all memories of the finest holiday I have ever had. Some day, when this damn war is over, I’ll be a few thousand miles away from London, but nearly every night I’ll hear Big Ben, wherever I am. It won’t just be a resounding chime any more, not to me. It will be the actual clock booming out over London. It will need no effort to see it in my mind’s eye. The words of the B.B.C. announcer, when he says on special occasions, “This is London!” will bear a deeper significance for me.
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  I’ll be able to see, too, night coming down over Old Father Thames as you and I saw it, Marjorie, at Chelsea on my last evening. Thank you, London, for all these memories, for everything - and Londoners, thank you!
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